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Many interpreters of the Fourth Gospel detect allusions to biblical 
texts about marriage, but none offers a comprehensive analysis of 
these proposed allusions or a convincing explanation for their pres- 
ence. Building on the work of Richard Hays and Donald Juel, Jocelyn 
McWhirter argues that John alludes to biblical texts about marriage in 
order to develop a metaphor for Jesus and how he relates to his 
followers. These texts seem to have been interpreted as messianic 
prophecies, and applied by John to events in Jesus’ life and death. 
McWhirter shows how verbal parallels link John’s evoked marriage 
texts to Psalm 45 about God’s anointed king. Messianic interpretation 
of these texts allows John to use them in portraying Jesus as a 
bridegroom-Messiah and depicting Jesus’ relationship with his 
followers in terms of marriage. 


JOCELYN MCWHIRTER is an Assistant Professor of Religious Stud- 
ies at Albion College in Albion, Michigan. This is her first book. 
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ALLUSIONS TO BIBLICAL TEXTS 
ABOUT MARRIAGE 


“You see that everywhere the mysteries are in agreement,” writes 
Origen of Alexandria (ca. 185—са. 253). “You see the patterns of the 
New and Old Testament to be harmonious.”' Origen's belief in the 
theological unity of the Bible leads him to recognize all kinds of 
parallels between passages in the New Testament and portions of 
Israel’s Scriptures. Among these are similarities between two of John’s 
stories and certain biblical texts that involve marriage. In his Com- 
mentary on John, for example, he compares the Samaritan woman of 
John 4:4—42 with Rebekah in Gen. 24:1—67. Just as Rebekah meets 
Abraham’s servant at a well, so the Samaritan woman meets Jesus at a 
well. Origen notes one important difference: whereas Rebekah gives 
Abraham’s servant a drink from her water jar and does not leave it 
behind (Gen. 24:18), the Samaritan woman accepts the water of eternal 
life from Jesus and forsakes her own jar — that is, her former opinions 
(John 4:28).° In his Genesis Homily, Origen goes on to extend the 
connection to two other biblical scenes: the stories of Jacob and Rachel 
in Gen. 29:1-20 and of Moses and Zipporah in Exod. 2:15-22. He 
then propounds the unified theological message of the Old and New 
Testament accounts: “There, one comes to the wells and the waters that 
brides may be found; and the church is united to Christ in the bath of 
water." 

Origen also perceives a connection between John's story of the 
anointing at Bethany and the Song of Songs. He interprets Song 1:12, 
“While the king was on his couch, my nard gave forth its fragrance,” in 
light of John 12:3, “Mary took a pound of costly perfume made of pure 


1 Origen, Hom. Gen. 10.5, in Homilies on Genesis and Exodus (trans. Ronald E. Heine; 
FC 71; Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1982), 167. 

? Origen, Commentarii in evangelium Joannis 13.175-78, in Commentary on the 
Gospel According to John: Books 13—32 (trans. Ronald E. Heine; FC 89; Washington, 
D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1993), 105—6. 

з Origen, Нот. Gen. 10.5. 
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nard, anointed Jesus’ feet, and wiped them with her hair. The house was 
filled with the fragrance of the perfume.” Origen contends that the 
spiritual meaning of the bride’s nard giving forth its odor is found 
in John’s anointing story. As Mary (the soul) anoints Jesus, the nard 
absorbs Jesus’ fragrance (his teaching and the Holy Spirit). That 
fragrance is then transferred back to Mary (the soul) by means of her 
hair, and eventually fills the house (the soul, the church, or the world).° 

Origen is not the only ancient interpreter to observe similarities 
between stories in John’s Gospel and biblical texts about marriage. 
His contemporary Hippolytus (who was Bishop of Rome from 222 to 
235) notices parallels between Song 3:1—4 and John’s tomb scene. 
Song of Songs 3:1—4 describes the nocturnal search of a woman for 
her beloved. Hippolytus specifically quotes John 20:16—17 to support 
his interpretation of Song 3:1—4 as a prophecy about the women in 
the four Gospels who go to the tomb on Easter morning.^ John 
20:16-17 shows how the women look for Jesus by night, how they 
encounter watchmen (the angels), and how they finally find Jesus and 
hold him — just like the woman in the Song of Songs.’ 

Most twenty-first-century exegetes would find several aspects of 
these third-century interpretations untenable. Allegorical readings 
of the New Testament have been widely discredited since the rise of 
rationalism in the eighteenth century. Origen would be hard-pressed 
today to persuade most historical and literary critics that John’s 
anointing story is really about the soul receiving Jesus’ teaching and 
then transmitting it to the world. He would find it even more difficult to 
persuade most feminist interpreters that the Samaritan woman and Mary 
of Bethany are symbolic brides who represent believers in relationship 
to Jesus. Eighteenth-century rationalism has also called into question 


^ Unless otherwise noted, all biblical quotations in English are taken from the NRSV. 

5 Origen, Comm. Cant. 2.9, in The Song of Songs: Commentary and Homilies (trans. 
R. P. Lawson; ACW 26; Westminster, Md.: Newman, 1957), 160—61. See also his Hom. 
Cant. 2 2 (in ACW 26, 285-86). Nobody knows whether Origen recognized any other 
connections between the Song of Songs and the Fourth Gospel, since the greater part of his 
commentaries on both books has been lost. 

Since Hippolytus harmonizes the four Gospel accounts, he ignores the discrepancy 
between John and the Synoptics about the actual number of women who came to the tomb. 
He does not consider that in John Mary Magdalene comes alone whereas according to the 
Synoptics she has company. 

7 Hippolytus, Eig tò dopo, Frag. 15, in Exegetische und Homiletische Schriften (ed. 
and trans. G. Nathanael Bonwetsch and Hans Achelis; GCS, Hippolytus I, Part I; Leipzig: 
Hinrichs, 1897), 350—52. This commentary on the Song of Songs, attributed to Hippoly- 
tus, has been preserved in Slavonic, Syriac, and Armenian fragments. The text appears to 
be ancient, if not authentic (see Bonwetsch and Achelis, Exegetische Schriften, xx—xxi). 
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the notion that the Old and New Testaments present one unified theo- 
logical message. Not many contemporary scholars would agree that 
biblical stories about a man and a woman meeting at a well have 
anything to do with baptism, or that Song 1:12 should be interpreted 
in light of John 12:3. Indeed, only a few would understand the Song of 
Songs as anything but erotic poetry that found its way into the canon 
because it was attributed to Solomon, interpreted allegorically, and 
championed by В. Akibah.* 

Recent developments, however, have opened the way for a renewed 
appreciation of ancient interpretations. Within the last few dec- 
ades, some exegetes have challenged many of the presuppositions of 
eighteenth-century rationalism, as well as of nineteenth- and twentieth- 
century historical criticism. Chief among these is the assumption that 
the Bible is subject to objective interpretation through analysis of 
historical and literary evidence, along with the related assumption that 
only modern critics who perform such analyses deserve a hearing. It 
has been persuasively argued that objective interpretation is impos- 
sible.” In light of this realization, the academy now welcomes contri- 
butions from reader-response critics, post-modern exegetes, and many 
whose political agendas render their readings overtly subjective. As 
A. К. M. Adam observes, “If . . . there are not transcendent criteria for 
interpretation, but only local customs and guild rules, the reluctance 
modern New Testament theologians express about admitting the pos- 
sible legitimacy of other appropriations of the New Testament is an 
expression of cultural imperialism and intellectual xenophobia.” ^ 

This suggests that the readings of so-called pre-critical interpreters 
should not be dismissed out of hand. In this monograph, I will argue 
that Origen and Hippolytus were on the right track in several respects. 
For one, they were not hearing things when they detected echoes of 
well betrothal stories and the Song of Songs in the Fourth Gospel. 
I will make the case that John indeed alludes to four biblical texts about 
marriage. One involves similarities between Jesus’ encounter with the 
Samaritan woman in John 4:4—42 and the story about Jacob and Rachel 
in Gen. 29:1—20. Two others evoke the Song of Songs. Mary of Bethany 
perfumes the reclining Jesus in a scene reminiscent of Song 1:12, and 


* Marvin Pope briefly discusses the Song's canonical status in Song of Songs (AB 7C; 
Garden City: Doubleday, 1977), 18-19. 

? See, e.g., Mary Ann Tolbert, *Defining the Problem: The Bible and Feminist 
Hermeneutics,” Semeia 28 (1983): 113-26. 

10 А. K. M. Adam, Making Sense of New Testament Theology: “Modern” Problems 
and Prospects (StABH 11; Macon, Ga.: Mercer University Press, 1995), 179. 
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Mary Magdalene seeks and finds her missing man as does the woman in 
Song 3:1—4. A fourth allusion is the first to occur in the Gospel 
narrative. In John 3:29, John the Baptist declares, “He who has the 
bride is the bridegroom.'! The friend of the bridegroom, who stands 
and hears him, rejoices greatly at the bridegroom’s voice (tr|v фоуђу 
tod vupíov)." ^ This saying recalls Jer. 33:10—11: “In... the towns of 
Judah and the streets of Jerusalem . . . there shall once more be heard the 
voice of mirth and the voice of gladness, the voice of the bridegroom 
(фоуђ уоифіоо) and the voice of the bride." ^ 

Origen was also right to attribute some figurative meaning to John's 
well and anointing stories. In my interpretation of the four allusions, 
I will show how they develop a marriage metaphor, introduced in the 
Cana wedding scene (John 2:1—11), that describes Jesus as the Messiah 
and depicts his relationship with the believing community. I will stress 
that all Christians should be able to accept and appreciate this metaphor 
since John does not use it to reinforce oppressive gender roles. 

Finally, Origen's and Hippolytus' belief in the theological unity of 
the Scriptures is relevant because it closely resembles that of the Fourth 
Evangelist. I will argue that the Gospel's implied author considered 
Jer. 33:10-11, Gen. 29:1—20, and the Song of Songs appropriate for 
illustrating the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus because of their 
messianic significance. According to the conventions of first-century 
exegesis — conventions based on a belief in the theological unity of 
Scripture — they can be interpreted as messianic prophecies in light 
of Ps. 45, which celebrates the wedding of God's anointed king. 


A tumult of reverberations 


I am certainly not the first post-Enlightenment critic to hear echoes 
of biblical texts about marriage in the Fourth Gospel. In fact, early 
traditions of interpreting John 4:4—42 and 20:1-18 in light of well 
betrothal narratives and the Song of Songs have been perpetuated 
through the Enlightenment and into the present. Both The Venerable 
Bede (673—735) and St. John of the Cross (1542—91) link John's tomb 


11 The appellation “John the Baptist” never appears in the Fourth Gospel. I use it here 
to distinguish John the Baptist from John the Evangelist. 

12 The Greek text of the Fourth Gospel is taken from NA”. I discuss significant 
variants in the footnotes. 

13 The passage reckoned as Jer. 33:1-13 in Hebrew and English Bibles appears at 
Jer. 40:1-13 in the LXX. 
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story with Song 3:1—4.'^ This exegetical tradition has found its way 
into the Roman Catholic lectionary: Song 3:1—5 is read on the Feast of 
St. Mary Magdalene (July 22). A similar tradition has been preserved in 
the work of at least one nineteenth-century Protestant scholar. In his 
magnum opus, The Life of Jesus Critically Examined, David Friedrich 
Strauss explores the connection between John 4 and the Genesis well 
stories. ^ 

In the wake of these traditions, several twentieth-century exegetes 
have proposed allusions to Gen. 29:1—20, Song 1:12; 3:1—4, and Jer. 
33:10-11. They have also detected references to a whole host of other 
texts, most of which have something to do with marriage. For example, 
Michel Cambe hears several echoes in John 3:29. He affirms that 
John the Baptist's bridegroom saying may allude to Jer. 33:10—11.'^ 
He also agrees with John H. Bernard and Walter Bauer, who note the 
similarity between John’s phrase “the bridegroom's voice (tv фоутуу 
тоб уоџфіоо)” and “the voice of the bridegroom (фоуђ vupdiov)” 
mentioned in Jer. 7:32-34, 16:9, and 25:10.'’ These prophecies de- 
scribe how “the voice of the bridegroom,” along with “the voice of the 
bride” and the sound of mirth and gladness, will eventually cease in 
Jerusalem. In addition, Cambe notes that others have detected echoes of 
the Song of Songs in John 3:29. André Feuillet makes the case for 
allusions to Song 2:8—14 and 5:2-6, passages that describe the bride’s 
eager response to her beloved’s voice." Even more convincing for 


14 The Venerable Bede, /n Cantica Canticorum Allegorica Expositio, in PL 91:1120; 
St. John of the Cross, Dark Night of the Soul 2.13.6, in Dark Night of the Soul (trans. and 
ed. E. Allison Peers; 3 vols; 3rd rev. edn.; New York: Doubleday, 1990), 140— 42. 

15 David Friedrich Strauss, The Life of Jesus Critically Examined (ed. Peter 
C. Hodgson; trans. George Eliot; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1972), 308. 

16 Michel Cambe, “L’influence du Cantique des Cantiques sur le Nouveau Testament," 
RThom 62 (1962): 14. See also Jacques Winandy, "Le Cantique des Cantiques et le 
Nouveau Testament," RB 71 (1964): 168—69; Frangois-Marie Braun, Jean le théologien 
2: Les grandes traditions d’Israél et l'accord des écritures selon le quatrième évangile 
(Ebib; Paris: Gabalda, 1964), 197 and Jean le théologien 3.1: Sa théologie: Le mystère de 
Jésus-Christ (Ebib; Paris: Gabalda, 1966), 101; Martin Hengel, “The Interpretation of the 
Wine Miracle at Cana: John 2:1-11,” trans. Gerhard Schmidt, in The Glory of Christ in the 
New Testament (ed. L. D. Hurst and N. T. Wright; Oxford: Clarendon, 1987), 101—2; 
Mirjam Zimmermann and Ruben Zimmermann, *Der Freund des Bráutigams (Joh 3,29): 
Deflorations- oder Christuszeuge?" ZNW 90 (1999): 126—27. 

17 John H. Bernard, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Gospel According to 
St. John (ed. A. Н. McNeile; ICC; Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1928), 1:131; Walter Bauer, 
Das Johannes-Evangelium (3rd edn.; HNT 6; Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1933), 63. 

18 André Feuillet, “Le symbolisme de la colombe dans les récits évangéliques du 
Baptéme," RSR 46 (1958): 540; "Le Cantique des cantiques et l'Apocalypse," RSR 49 
(1961): 334, n. 8; “La recherche du Christ dans la nouvelle alliance d'aprés la christo- 
phanie de Jo 20,11-18: Comparaison avec Cant. 3,1—4 et l'épisode des pèlerins 
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Cambe is P. Joüon's belief that John 3:29 alludes to Song 8:13: “О you 
who dwell in the gardens, my companions are listening for your voice; 
let me hear it."'? 

Allusions to marriage texts are also discerned in the well scene of 
John 4:4—42. Jerome H. Neyrey and Calum M. Carmichael contend 
with me that this scene alludes to the Jacob and Rachel story in Gen. 
29:1-20.” Others hear different echoes. Scholars such as François- 
Marie Braun and Marie-Émile Boismard point out several verbal simi- 
larities between John 4:4—42 and the scene with Abraham's servant 
and Rebekah in Gen. 24:1-67, while E. C. Hoskyns and Gerhard 
Friedrich recognize an allusion to the encounter between Moses and 
Zipporah (Exod. 2:15—22) as told by Josephus (Ant. 2.257)! Aileen 
Guilding suggests that John refers to Exod. 2:15-22 along with one of 
the Genesis stories; for Annie Jaubert, the relevant passages are Exod. 
2:15-22 and Gen. 29:1-20.” 


d'Emmaüs," in L'homme devant Dieu (Théologie 56—58; Paris: Aubier, 1963), I:106; 
Le Mystére de l'amour divin dans la théologie johannique (Ebib; Paris: Gabalda, 1972), 
231; and Jesus and His Mother: The Role of the Virgin Mary in Salvation History and the 
Place of Woman in the Church (trans. L. Maluf; Still River, Mass.: St. Bede's, 1974), 12; 
Cambe, "Influence du Cantique," 13. 

19 p. Joüon, Le Cantique des cantiques (Paris: Beauchesne, 1909), 331-32; Cambe, 
"Influence du Cantique," 15. See also Braun, Jean le théologien 2, 198 and Jean le 
théologien 3.1, 93, 101—2; Feuillet, “Symbolisme de la colombe,” 540; “Cantique et 
l'Apocalypse," 334 n. 8; “Recherche du Christ," 106; Mystére de l'amour divin, 231; 
and Jesus and His Mother, 12. For a critique of this position, see Winandy, “Cantique et le 
NT,” 167, 172. 

20 Jerome H. Neyrey, “Jacob Traditions and the Interpretation of John 4:10-26,” CBQ 
41 (1979): 425-26; Calum M. Carmichael, *Marriage and the Samaritan Woman," NTS 26 
(1980): 332-37. 

21 Braun, Jean le théologien 3.1, 93—95; Marie-Emile Boismard, “Аепоп prés de 
Salem: Jean Ш.23,” RB 80 (1973): 225; Marie-Emile Boismard and Arnaud Lamouille, 
L’ Évangile de Jean (Synopse des quatre évangiles en français III; Paris: Cerf, 1979), 136; 
E. C. Hoskyns, The Fourth Gospel (ed. Francis Noel Davey; London: Faber & Faber, 
1940), 263; Gerhard Friedrich, Wer ist Jesus? Die Verkundigung des vierten Evangelisten, 
dargestellt an Joh 4,4 —42 (Stuttgart: Calwer, 1967), 25. In agreement with Braun and 
Boismard are Philippe Dagonet (Selon Saint Jean: Une femme de Samarie [Paris: Cerf, 
1979], 47—53) and Marc Girard (“Jésus en Samarie [Jean 4, 1— 42]: Analyse des structures 
stylistiques et du procés de symbolisation," EgT 17 [1986]: 302-3). 

22 Aileen Guilding, The Fourth Gospel and Jewish Worship: A Study of the Relation of 
St. John's Gospel to the Ancient Jewish Lectionary System (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1960), 231; Annie Jaubert, “La symbolique du puits de Jacob: Jean 4,12," in 
L'homme devant Dieu, 1:63-73, Approches de l Evangile de Jean (Paris: Seuil, 1976), 
58-63; and “La symbolique des femmes dans les traditions religieuses: Une reconsidér- 
ation de l'Évangile de Jean," RUO 50 (1980): 118-19. Normand R. Bonneau builds on 
Guilding’s work (“The Woman at the Well, John 4 and Genesis 24,” TBT 67 [1973]: 
1252—59), as does Eugene D. Stockton (“Тһе Fourth Gospel and the Woman,” in Essays in 
Faith and Culture [ed. Neil Brown; Faith and Culture 3; Catholic Institute of Sydney, 
1979], 142). Birger Olsson develops Jaubert's thesis (Structure and Meaning in the Fourth 
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These critics were joined by many more following the publication of 
Robert Alter’s The Art of Biblical Narrative in 1981. One of the many 
contributions to literary criticism of the Bible put forward by Alter in 
that volume is his hypothesis concerning conventional type-scenes. To 
illustrate their function, he presents a detailed analysis of the so-called 
“betrothal type-scene” in which a man on a journey meets a maiden at 
a well, water is drawn and shared, and a marriage is arranged.” 

As a professor of Hebrew and Comparative Literature, Alter never 
extends his observations to include the story of Jesus and the Samaritan 
woman. New Testament scholars, however, have not hesitated to avail 
themselves of his insights in interpreting this passage. After all, John 
4:4—42 follows the standard format of a “betrothal type-scene”: Jesus 
journeys to Samaria, meets a woman at a well, and engages her in a 
conversation about water. Among the many who read John 4:4—42 as 
a “betrothal type-scene" are P. Joseph Cahill, R. Alan Culpepper, Paul 
D. Duke, and Jeffrey Lloyd Staley.” 


Gospel: A Text-Linguistic Analysis of John 2:1—11 and 4:1—42 [trans. Jean Gray; CB 6; 
Lund: Gleerup, 1974], 169-73, 256-57). For more general references to echoes of biblical 
well betrothal narratives in John 4, see Joseph Colson, “Les noces du Christ (Nouveau 
Testament)," in Un roi fit des noces d son fils (Bruges: Desclée de Brouwer, 1961), 134-35; 
John Bligh, “Jesus in Samaria,” HeyJ 3 (1962): 332; J. N. Sanders, A Commentary on the 
Gospel According to St. John (ed. B. A. Mastin; BNTC; London: Black, 1968), 140-41, 
144; James D. Purvis, “The Fourth Gospel and the Samaritans,” NovT 17 (1975): 194; 
J. Duncan M. Derrett, “The Samaritan Woman's Pitcher," DRev 102 (1984): 252-61. 

23 Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative (New York: Basic Books, 1981), 51—58. 
Alter follows the lead of Robert C. Culley, who concludes that the similarities between the 
Genesis and Exodus well betrothal narratives suggest the possibility that “a traditional 
episode . . . has been employed in and adapted to different contexts” (Studies in the 
Structure of Hebrew Narrative [Philadelphia: Fortress, 1976], 41— 43). 

24 р, Joseph Cahill, “Narrative Art in John IV,” Religious Studies Bulletin 2 (1982): 
41—48; R. Alan Culpepper, Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel: A Study in Literary Design 
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983), 136; Paul D. Duke, Irony in the Fourth Gospel (Atlanta: John 
Knox, 1985), 101—3; Jeffrey Lloyd Staley, The Print's First Kiss: A Rhetorical Investi- 
gation of the Implied Reader in the Fourth Gospel (SBLDS 82; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 
1988), 98-102. For additional references to John 4:4— 42 as a “betrothal type-scene," see 
Walter Rebell, Gemeinde als Gegenwelt: Zur soziologischen und didaktischen Funktion des 
Johannesevangelium (Frankfurt: Lang, 1987), 189; Lyle Eslinger, "The Wooing of the 
Woman at the Well: Jesus, the Reader, and Reader-Response Criticism," Literature and 
Theology 1/1 (1987): 167-83; repr. in The Gospel of John as Literature (ed. Mark 
W. G. Stibbe; Leiden: Brill, 1993), 165-82; Paul Trudinger, “Of Women, Wells, Waterpots 
and Wine! Reflections on Johannine Themes (John 2:1—11 and 4:1— 42)," St. Mark’ s Review 
151 (1992): 10—16; Mark W. G. Stibbe, John (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1993), 68—69; Adele 
Reinhartz, “The Gospel of John," in Searching the Scriptures: A Feminist Commentary (ed. 
Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, et al., New York: Crossroad, 1994), II:572—73; C. Clifton 
Black, “Rhetorical Criticism and the New Testament," in Hearing the New Testament: 
Strategies for Interpretation (ed. Joel B. Green; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), 270—71; 
Joan E. Cook, *Wells, Women, and Faith," in Proceedings, Eastern Great Lakes and 
Midwest Biblical Societies 17 (1997): 11-18; Larry Paul Jones, The Symbol of Water in 


& The Bridegroom Messiah and the People of God 


A few scholars also detect allusions in both the anointing scene of 
John 12:1—8 and the resurrection appearance of John 20:1—18. Cambe 
points out several parallels between the anointing scenes in John 12:3 
and Song 1:12.°° Anthony Tyrrell Hanson proposes instead that John 
12:3 alludes to Hag. 2:6—9, in which the Lord promises to fill the temple 
with splendor.” Feuillet, Sandra M. Schneiders, and Hanson join 
Cambe in suggesting that Mary Magdalene’s search in John 20:1-18 
bears a strong resemblance to Song 3:1-4.” In addition, some of these 
scholars propose various other evoked texts, including a similar noctur- 
nal search in Song 5:5—6, the description of the Shulammite maiden who 
turns and turns in Song 6:13 (7:1), and the scene in Song 8:13 where 
companions listen for the voice of one who dwells in the gardens. ^^ 


the Gospel of John (JSNTSup 145; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1997), 91—96; 
Colleen M. Conway, Men and Women in the Fourth Gospel: Gender and Johannine 
Characterization (SBLDS 167; Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 1999). 

?5 Cambe, “Influence du Cantique,” 15-17. See also Bauer, Johannes-Evangelium, 159; 
Jacques Winandy, Le Cantique des Cantiques: Poéme d'amour mué en écrit de sagesse 
(BVC 16; Tournai, Belgium: Castermann, 1960), 60 and “Cantique et le NT," 166—67; 
Mary Rose D'Angelo, “(Re)Presentations of Women in the Gospels: John and Mark,” in 
Women and Christian Origins (ed. Ross Shepard Kraemer and Mary Rose D'Angelo; New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1999), 136; Adele Reinhartz, Befriending the Beloved 
Disciple: A Jewish Reading of the Gospel of John (New York: Continuum, 2001), 108. 

26 Anthony Tyrrell Hanson, The New Testament Interpretation of Scripture (London: 
SPCK, 1980), 118-21. 

27 Cambe, “Influence du Cantique,” 17-19, 25; Feuillet, “Recherche du Christ, 103-7 
and Mystère de l'amour divin, 231; Sandra M. Schneiders, “The Johannine Resurrection 
Narrative: An Exegetical and Theological Study of John 20 as a Synthesis of Johannine 
Spirituality” (D.S.T. diss., Pontificia Universitas Gregoriana, 1975), 1:394, 407-8, 413-16, 
429; "John 20:11-18: The Encounter of the Easter Jesus with Mary Magdalene: 
A Transformative Feminist Reading,” in "What is John?" Readers and Readings of the 
Fourth Gospel (ed. Fernando Е. Segovia; SBLSymS 3; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1996), I:161; 
and Written That You May Believe: Encountering Jesus in the Fourth Gospel (New York: 
Crossroad, 1999), 195; Anthony Tyrrell Hanson, The Prophetic Gospel: A Study of John and 
the Old Testament (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1991), 228—30. See also Jaubert, “Symbolique 
des femmes," 117; Godfrey C. Nicholson, Death As Departure: The Johannine Descent- 
Ascent Schema (SBLDS 63; Chico, Calif.: Scholars Press, 1983), 73; Carolyn M. Grassi and 
Joseph A. Grassi, Mary Magdalene and the Women in Jesus' Life (Kansas City, Mo.: Sheed 
& Ward, 1986), 109—10; Teresa Okure, “The Significance Today of Jesus’ Commission of 
Mary Magdalene," International Review of Mission 81 (1992): 181; J. Duncan M. Derrett, 
“Miriam and the Resurrection (John 20:16)," DRev 111 (1993), 178, 181; Stibbe, John, 
205; Jack К. Lundbom, “Mary Magdalene and Song of Songs 3:1-4,” Int 49 (1995): 
172-75; Frédéric Manns, L’ évangile de Jean d la lumiére du judaisme (Studium Biblicum 
Franciscanum 33; Jerusalem: Franciscan, 1999), 415-17; D'Angelo, “(Re)Presentations of 
Women," 136; Reinhartz, Befriending the Beloved Disciple, 108. 

28 Cambe, “Influence du Cantique,” 17—19, 25; Feuillet, “Recherche du Christ, 103-7 
and Mystére de l'amour divin, 231; Schneiders, “Resurrection Narrative," 1:394, 407-8, 
413-16, 429; “Easter Jesus,” 161; and Written That You May Believe, 195; Hanson, 
Prophetic Gospel, 227-30. The notation “6:13 (7:1)” reflects the fact that this verse is 
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The most sustained treatment to date of John’s allusions to marriage 
texts is the work of Ann Roberts Winsor. She devotes her book, A King 
Is Bound in the Tresses, to the numerous echoes of the Song of Songs 
she detects in John 12:1-3 and 20:1, 11-18. Winsor contends that 
John’s “allusions to the Song follow the intertextual practice character- 
istic of biblical narrative.”~’ She finds this practice described by Michel 
Riffaterre and Ziva Ben-Porat, so she uses their theories to develop a 
method for identifying and interpreting allusions in John’s anointing 
and garden scenes. ^ First, Winsor notes the presence in John’s narra- 
tive of what Riffaterre terms *ungrammaticalities"; that is, details that 
seem out of place.^! Such details signal an allusion to another text 
where they are more at home. Next, Winsor determines the evoked 
text by examining its verbal and thematic similarities with the originat- 
ing text.’ Once the evoked text is recognized, it changes the context 
of the originating text such that all elements of both texts begin to 
interact. ^ 

Using this method, Winsor finds that thirteen words or ideas in John 
12:1-3; 20:1, 11-18 correspond with about sixty verbal and thematic 
parallels in the Song of Songs. In John 12:1—2, for example, Jesus at 
table is reminiscent of the reclining king of Song 1:12. The term 
тїстїкїйс in John 12:3 may be a corruption of ts стоктіс, mentioned 
in Song 1:13: “My beloved is to me a bag of myrrh (tfjg отжктїс) 
that lies between my breasts." ^ Mary of Bethany's wiping Jesus’ feet 
with her hair in John 12:3 calls to mind the king of Song 7:5 (6) who is 
held captive in his lover’s tresses, along with the bathed feet of the 
aroused woman in Song 5:3 and the graceful feet of the queenly maiden 


reckoned as 6:13 in English translations but as 7:1 by the MT and LXX. Similar notation 
elsewhere indicates similar variations of verse and chapter numbers in Song 6—7. 

29 Ann Roberts Winsor, A King Is Bound in the Tresses: Allusions to the Song of Songs 
in the Fourth Gospel (Studies in Biblical Literature 6; New York: Lang, 1999), 1. 

3° See Michel Riffaterre, Semiotics of Poetry (Advances in Semiotics; Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1978; Ziva Ben-Porat, “The Poetics of Literary Allusion,” PTL: 
A Journal for Descriptive Poetics and Theory of Literature 1 (1976): 105-28. 

31 Winsor, A King Is Bound, 8; Riffaterre, Semiotics, 5. 

32 Winsor, A King Is Bound, 8-9; Riffaterre, Semiotics, 164—65. 

33 Winsor, A King Is Bound, 10; Ben-Porat, “Poetics,” 107-8. 

A Winsor, A King Is Bound, 11; Ben-Porat, “Poetics,” 116. 

33 Winsor, A King Is Bound, 22. 

36 Ibid., 23. The idea of a possible corruption originated with Paul-Louis Couchoud 
(“Notes de critique verbale sur St. Marc et St. Matthieu,” JTS 34 [1933]: 128). See also 
Raymond E. Brown, The Gospel According to John I-XII (AB 29; Garden City: Double- 
day, 1966), 220-21. 
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in Song 7:1 (2).°’ The fragrant perfume of John 12:3 alludes to the bag 
of myrrh in Song 1:13 and the scent of Song 1:3, 4, and 12 — along with 
twenty-eight other references to scent in the Song of Songs." 

Similar parallels link the Song to John 20:1, 11—18. For instance, the 
tomb (uvnpetov) in John 20:1, 11 is reminiscent of the chamber 
(tauisiov) in Song 1:4; 3:4; and 8:2, while the garden (John 19:41) 
evokes the Song's setting (4:12, 16; 5:1; 8:13). Mary Magdalene’s 
nocturnal search (John 20:1, 15) echoes Song 3:1—4."? Her two enig- 
matic turns in John 20:14, 16 are ungrammaticalities that signal an 
allusion to the turning Shulammite maiden of Song 6:13 (7:1). Jesus’ 
address in John 20:16 alludes to the beloved's voice in Song 5:2, 6, 
while Mary's testimony in John 20:18 resembles the voice from the 
garden in Song 8:13." Finally, Jesus’ prohibition “Do not hold me" 
(John 20:17) marks a reference to Song 3:4. 

Winsor concludes that the Fourth Gospel alludes to the entire Song. 
"Understanding the Johannine anointing and resurrection appearance 
narratives requires a grasp of the [Song of Songs] as well," she writes, 
"for the Song is alluded to not just once or incidentally, but compre- 
hensively."^* She supports this argument by pointing out that the Fourth 
Gospel and the Song of Songs share similar tendencies and may have 
emerged from similar social settings. The Song stands “as a singular 
affirmation of women's experience and authority," and the Fourth 
Gospel shares the Song's understanding of gender roles." Winsor 
theorizes that “those who composed, preserved, and handed down the 
songs that became the Song" were women.^^ She then suggests that 
John's allusions to the Song may have originated in an early stratum of 
the Johannine community. She postulates a group influenced largely by 
women who valued the Song's emphasis on human relationships and 
physical sensation.*” 


Making sense of the echoes 


The echoes heard by Origen and Hippolytus have certainly not died 
away. Scholars still detect them, along with a whole tumult of reverbera- 
tions that those two venerable theologians would never have imagined. 


37 Winsor, A King Is Bound, 20-22, 23-25. 

i Ibid., 22—23, 25-27. See also Derrett, “Miriam and the Resurrection," 178. 
d Winsor, A King Is Bound, 41—42. 

40 Thid., 41-43. ^! Thid., 37-39. 42 Ibid., 43-44. 

43 [bid., 40—41. ^^ [bid., 49. 45 Ibid., 61-62. 

^6 [bid., 65. 47 [bid., 89-90. 
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The echoes are rarely heard in concert, however. Although many detect 
references to marriage texts in the Fourth Gospel, few listen for echoes 
in more than one or two passages. No one has yet attempted to make 
sense of proposed allusions to marriage texts in John 3:29, 4:4—42, 
12:3, and 20:1—18 together, and it has never been suggested that John 
interprets the marriage texts as messianic prophecies in light of Ps. 45. 
Only recently has anyone published an account of the fact that more 
than two of these Gospel passages, not to mention the Cana wedding 
scene in John 2:1—11, may refer to marriage in some мау.“ 

One such scholar is Gilberte Baril, who consolidates previous re- 
search into a brief yet broad summary of marriage imagery in John. She 
devotes five pages of her book, The Feminine Face of the People of 
God, to “The espoused community in St John.”*’ Relying on the work 
of Boismard, Baril contends that John the Baptist's saying in John 3:29 
establishes Jesus as "the bridegroom of the Messianic nuptials." As 
the friend of the bridegroom, John the Baptist purifies the espoused 
community and presents them to Jesus." The wedding scene in John 
2:1-11 also reminds her of “the eternal nuptial feast" celebrating the 
union of Jesus and his followers.°' Baril affirms Braun's theory that 
John 2:1-11 and John 3:29 are linked thematically to John 4:4—42.* 
Following Jaubert, she identifies allusions to Gen. 29:1—20 and Exod. 
2:15-22 in John 4:4—42.°° She also concedes that John 20:1-18 may 
echo Song 3:1—4, as proposed by Cambe.^* The Samaritan woman and 
Mary Magdalene, Baril concludes, represent the believing community 
united to Christ.” 


^5 Among those who briefly sketch the connections between John 2:1-11, 3:29, and 
4:4—42 are Bligh (“Jesus in Samaria," 332), Braun (Jean le théologien 3.1, 93), John 
Marsh (Saint John [Westminster Pelican Commentaries; Philadelphia: Westminster, 
1968], 142-47, 196, 214—16), Jaubert (Approches, 61), Neyrey (“Jacob Traditions," 
426), Carmichael (“Marriage and the Samaritan Woman," 332-33), Cahill (“Narrative 
Art,” 45), Duke (Irony, 101), Staley (Print' s First Kiss, 90, 101 n. 35), Stibbe (John, 61, 
69), Manns (Lumiére du judaisme, 134—35), and Jones (Symbol of Water, 92). Winandy 
separately evaluates proposed allusions in John 3:29; 12:8; 20:1-18 (“Cantique et le NT,” 
166-73). 

49 Gilberte Baril, The Feminine Face of the People of God: Biblical Symbols of the 
Church as Bride and Mother (trans. Florestine Audette; Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical 
Press, 1990), 92-97. 

30 Ibid., 93; cf. Marie-Émile Boismard, “L’ami de l'époux (Jo., Ш, 29),” in A la 
rencontre de Dieu (Paris: Mappus, 1961), 289-95. 

51 Baril, Feminine Face, 93. 

d Ibid.; cf. Braun, Jean le théologien 3.1, 93. 

55 Baril, Feminine Face, 94—95; cf. Jaubert, Approches, 61. 

ae Baril, Feminine Face, 96—97; cf. Cambe, “Influence du Cantique,” 17—19. 
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Schneiders also sketches the development of a nuptial theme in the 
Fourth Gospel. In her book, Written That You May Believe, she com- 
piles some of her previous work on the Cana miracle, the bridegroom 
saying, the Samaritan story, and the resurrection narrative. She sees 
John 2:1-11 as the introduction of Jesus as the true Bridegroom who 
supplies the wine for the wedding feast. In John 3:29, Jesus is again 
identified as a Bridegroom whose bride is the New Israel. "^ Schneiders 
affirms Cahill’s theory that John 4:4—42 is a “type-story.”°’ The 
Samaritan woman represents her people, “woo[ed] . . . to full covenant 
fidelity in the New Israel by Jesus, the new Bridegroom.””® Finally, 
Schneiders argues that John 20:1—18 echoes various scenes from the 
Song of Songs. Mary Magdalene searches for Jesus (John 20:1-2, 
11—18) just as the Song’s bride searches for her missing man (3:1—4; 
5:1-8); first the Beloved Disciple, then Mary look (na parto) into 
the tomb (John 20:5, 11) just as the Song's beloved looks (лирикопто) 
into the bride's chamber (Song 2:9); Jesus and Mary pronounce each 
other's names (John 20:16) just as the Song's lovers claim one another 
(Song 2:16); the entire scene takes place in a garden (John 19:41) as 
does much of the Song (e.g. Song 4:12). Since first-century interpreters 
understood the Song of Songs to celebrate the covenant between God 
and Israel, John's Mary Magdalene symbolizes “the Johannine Com- 
munity as the New Israel, spouse of the New Соуепаш.”?” Echoes of 
the Song of Songs in John 20 thus form the culmination of John's 
nuptial theme, illustrating the New Covenant between Jesus and 
believers made possible by the resurrection. ^" 

Baril's and Schneiders’ work is suggestive, but too cursory to be 
convincing. This is because each of them studies John's marriage motif 
as part of a larger project. Adeline Fehribach discusses the motif in 
more detail. She offers an extensive analysis of John's female charac- 
ters in her book The Women in the Life of the Bridegroom. Fehribach 
asserts that "the implied author of the Fourth Gospel drew on the 
literary and cultural conventions of the day to portray the female 


56 Schneiders, Written That You May Believe, 35, 135. See also her “Resurrection 
Narrative,” 1:359 and The Revelatory Text: Interpreting the New Testament as Sacred 
Scripture (2nd edn.; Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical Press, 1999), 187. 

B Schneiders, Written That You May Believe, 135—36, 138; cf. Cahill, “Narrative Art,” 
41— 48. See also Schneiders, "Resurrection Narrative," I:360 and Revelatory Text, 187. 

38 Schneiders, Written That You May Believe, 141. 

a2 Schneiders, “Resurrection Narrative,” I:338. See also her “Easter Jesus,” 161 and 
Written That You May Believe, 35. 

99 Schneiders, Written That You May Believe, 35, 195—99. See also her "Resurrection 
Narrative," I:338, 394— 439 and “Easter Jesus,” 161. 
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characters in such a way as to have them support the characterization 
of Jesus as the messianic bridegroom."^' The “literary conventions of 
the day” include character types, type-scenes, and techniques of char- 
acterization.°” These can be found first of all in the Hebrew Bible, “опе 
of the most important literary resources for understanding the Fourth 
Gospel” and the source for several allusions.“ Important background 
literature also includes Hellenistic-Jewish writings such as the books 
of Judith and Susanna, as well as popular Greco-Roman novels like 
Xenophon’s An Ephesian Tale and Chariton’s Chaereas and Callirhoe. 
Fehribach also refers to cultural conventions, like the operation of 
honor and shame in gender relations and the social status of first- 
century women, as reconstructed by modern scholars.^* She argues that 
John uses these literary and cultural conventions to portray Jesus as 
the messianic bridegroom. The mother of Jesus acts as the “mother of 
an important son” and Martha of Bethany functions as the messianic 
bridegroom’s sister-in-law. The Samaritan woman, Mary of Bethany, 
and Mary Magdalene are all depicted as his betrothed or bride.” 

In support of her argument about the Samaritan woman, Mary of 
Bethany, and Mary Magdalene, Fehribach mentions allusions to biblical 
texts about marriage. She shows how the allusions indicate the literary 
and exegetical conventions that John uses to portray female characters. 
According to Fehribach, John 4:4—42 alludes to the “betrothal type- 
scene" convention. ^^ Jesus’ symbolic betrothal to the Samaritan woman 
is foreshadowed by John 2:1-11 and 3:29.°’ An allusion to Song 1:12 
in John 12:3 likens Mary of Bethany to the Song's bride, conventionally 
understood as the people of Сой." An allusion to Song 3:1—4 in John 
20:1-18 allows Mary Magdalene to assume the conventional role of 
the woman in search of her dead lover's Бойу.” John's female charac- 
ters become paradigms of faith because they represent the believing 
community, as do characters like Judith and Susanna." Apart from 
their representative function, however, they are marginalized. They 
suffer the fate of all women in the patriarchal society that produced 
the Fourth Gospel." Fehribach laments the fact that her historical- 
literary analysis offers so little hope to her feminist readers. She 


61 Adeline Fehribach, The Women in the Life of the Bridegroom: A Feminist Historical- 
Literary Analysis of the Female Characters in the Fourth Gospel (Collegeville, Minn.: 
Liturgical Press, 1998), 20. 


62 Tbid., 7-8. 63 Tbid., 9-10. 9^ Tbid., 10-17. 
65 Tbid., 20. 66 Thid., 49-52. 67 Tbid., 47—49. 
$8 Thid., 93. © Tbid., 150, 160. 70 Tbid., 106-7, 175-78. 


71 Tbid., 32-42, 69-79, 107-11, 140-41. 
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suggests that a reader-response approach or a performative faith pers- 
pective might enable interpreters to view John’s female characters as 
assertive, courageous disciples.” 

Although Fehribach provides a detailed treatment of marriage themes 
in John 4:4—42, 12:1—8, апа 20:1-18, her chief concern is with John’s 
similarities to popular Greco-Roman novels and conformity to first- 
century cultural conventions. She pays scant attention (fewer than seven 
pages) to John's scriptural allusions. For the most sustained treatment 
to date of John's allusions to biblical texts about marriage, we must 
refer to Winsor's book, A King Is Bound in the Tresses.^ Winsor 
concentrates heavily on their nature and significance — at least with 
respect to allusions to the Song of Songs in John 12 and 20. She applies 
the theories of Riffaterre and Ben-Porat in identifying and interpreting 
them, and she suggests how they might have found their way into the 
narrative. 

Winsor's answers fail to satisfy, however. For one thing, her method 
does not generate consistently compelling conclusions. Some of her 
proposed allusions are based only on a remote similarity. John's 
uvnuetov scarcely resembles the Song's tapigtov, John's reference 
to Jesus' feet hardly echoes the Song's descriptions of female feet, and 
the supposed corruption of tg стиктіўс to ллотікӣс is pure specula- 
tion. Furthermore, all but six of her proposed allusive links consist of 
only one verbal similarity, such as “feet” or “scent.” This weakens her 
argument that John 12:1-3 and 20:1, 11—18 allude to the entire Song 
of Songs. Thirteen Johannine words or ideas with only about sixty 
parallels in the Song (including thirty-one references to scent alone) 
hardly constitute an allusion to a poem of nearly two thousand words (in 
Greek). Put another way, John's anointing and resurrection scenes do 
not readily evoke the Song as a whole, with its pastoral settings, 
wedding processions, and metaphorical descriptions of the human body. 
Scattered verbal and thematic similarities along with a couple of 
"ungrammaticalities" prove to be insufficient indicators. More criteria 
are needed. 

More criteria are provided by Richard B. Hays. In his book Echoes of 
Scripture in the Letters of Paul, Hays lists seven guidelines for identi- 
fying and interpreting Paul's allusions to Scripture. Like Winsor, 


72 Ibid., 175-84. 

73 For a summary of Winsor's argument, see above, pp. 9—10. 

74 Richard B. Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1989), 29-32. 
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Hays considers verbal parallels between the originating text and the 
evoked text as well as the significance of the evoked text for the 
alluding author. Unlike Winsor, Hays also stresses the frequency of 
verbal parallels and the rhetorical emphasis laid on the allusion. In 
addition, Hays’ guidelines assess the impact of the allusion on the 
originating text, account for the plausibility of the allusion in its histor- 
ical context, and evaluate its reception by a contemporary audience. 
Although they were compiled for understanding allusions in Paul’s 
epistles, they can be easily adapted for use with the Fourth Gospel. 

In this study, I adapt and then adopt Hays’ criteria in order to 
investigate possible allusions to marriage texts in John the Baptist’s 
bridegroom saying (John 3:29), the Samaritan story (John 4:4— 42), the 
anointing scene (12:1—8), and the resurrection appearance to Mary 
Magdalene (20:1—18). My first concern is with John's allusions as an 
act of communication between an implied author and implied audience. 
A story's implied author is the author's persona as projected in the 
text. Its implied audience consists of those expected to understand 
the story, including its direct discourse as well as its implicit commen- 
tary.’ Since both implied author and implied audience must be con- 
structed primarily on the basis of evidence from the text, I focus my 
initial investigation on the text of the Fourth Gospel without consider- 
ing other literary or historical sources. When I apply Hays' criteria to 
John's narrative, four allusions are confirmed: Jer. 33:10—11 in John 
3:29, Gen. 29:1—20 in John 4:4—42, Song 1:12 in John 12:3, and Song 
3:1—4 in John 20:1-18. 

A literary analysis in accordance with Hays' criteria shows that 
John's implied author uses each allusion to develop a marriage meta- 
phor describing Jesus as the Messiah and depicting Jesus' relationship 
with the believing community. In John 3:22-30, Jer. 33:10-11 helps 
to characterize Jesus as a bridegroom-Messiah who inspires joy and 
whose progeny will increase. The allusion to Gen. 29:1—20 in John 
4:4—42 illustrates the origin of this family of faith. Here, Jesus is 
portrayed as a bridegroom greater than Jacob who offers eternal life, 
and the Samaritan woman as the bride whose testimony causes many 
of her fellow-citizens to believe. In John 12:1-8, Song 1:12 depicts 


75 The concept of implied author and audience is borrowed from Wayne Booth (The 
Rhetoric of Fiction [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1961], 70—71), as elaborated 
by Seymour Chatman (Story and Discourse: Narrative Structure in Fiction and Film 
[Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1978], 148—51, 267) and Culpepper (Anatomy, 
6-8). I use the term “implied audience" instead of “implied reader" because John addresses 
a group of people, as indicated by the second-person plural pronoun in John 20:31. 
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Jesus as the king on the couch even as he contemplates his imminent 
crucifixion. Finally, the search of the bride for her beloved in Song 
3:1—4 provides a format for Mary Magdalene's recognition of the risen 
and ascending Lord. 

This interpretation raises a question addressed by many previous 
exegetes: does John's casting female characters in the role of brides 
indicate that they are representative figures? Specifically, do the bride 
of John 3:29, the Samaritan woman, Mary of Bethany, and Mary 
Magdalene symbolize the people of God? ^ This issue can be addressed 
with the help of some recently developed guidelines for identifying 
and interpreting John's symbols. Craig R. Koester devotes an entire 
chapter of his book, Symbolism in the Fourth Gospel, to symbolic and 
representative figures.” According to Koester, many of John's charac- 
ters can function not only as individuals in their own right but also as 
representatives of particular groups of people. Especially pertinent are 
Koester's insights into techniques by which John imparts symbolic 
value. For example, John might directly identify individual characters 
with a certain group, endow them with the distinctive traits of that 
group, or refer to them with plural pronouns. * 

As I investigate John's allusions to marriage texts, then, I also ex- 
plore how the Gospel incorporates these and other techniques to lend 
various degrees of representative value to the women who assume the 
role of the bride. In the process, I am careful to distinguish among 
different audiences. There is no explicit evidence in the Gospel to 
suggest that its implied audience would have understood either the 
bride of John 3:29 or Mary of Bethany in John 12:1—8 as a representa- 
tive figure. There is, however, some indication that the Samaritan 
woman symbolizes the Samaritan people and that Mary Magdalene 
exemplifies Jesus’ followers as described elsewhere in the Gospel. ^ 
Moreover, historical evidence shows that John's original audience may 
have attributed even more representative value to these four female 


76 Scholars who raise this question include Braun (Jean le théologien 3.1, 93—95), 
Boismard (“Aenon prés de Salem," 225), Girard ("Jésus en Samarie," 304), Neyrey 
("Jacob Traditions," 425-26), Jaubert ("Symbolique du puits," 63—73 and "Symbolique 
des femmes," 118-19), Cambe ("Influence du Cantique,” 25), and Feuillet (“Recherche du 
Christ," 103—7 and Mystére de l'amour divin, 231), as well as Fehribach, Schneiders, 
Baril, and Origen. 

77 Craig R. Koester, Symbolism in the Fourth Gospel (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995), 
32-73. 

78 Ibid., 35-36. 

79 Koester reaches similar conclusions about the Samaritan woman and Mary 
Magdalene (ibid., 48—51, 69—70). 
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characters — representative value also recognized by contemporary 
audiences familiar with conventions whereby brides represent the 
people of God. 

This calls into question Winsor’s proposal that the Gospel alludes to 
the Song of Songs because the Johannine tradition values women’s 
experience. In light of the women’s roles as brides, it seems more likely 
that the significance of John’s allusions to marriage texts lies in their 
contribution to some other aspect of John’s message. In this study, 
I investigate the possibility that they help to advance the Gospel’s 
central aim, “that you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, 
the Son of God, and that through believing you may have life in his 
name" (John 20:31).°° 

That Winsor never considers this possibility is perhaps understand- 
able, since John’s concern with belief that Jesus is the Messiah is not 
readily apparent either in the anointing story or in the resurrection 
appearance (the two passages studied in her book). Messianic overtones 
are quite prominent, however, in the bridegroom saying and in the 
Samaritan story. John the Baptist prefaces his testimony by reiterating, 
“T am not the Messiah but I have been sent ahead of him” (John 3:28). 
Similarly, the Samaritan story portrays Jesus as the Messiah who offers 
the gift of eternal life (John 4:14, 25—26). There is even some subtle 
potential for messianic significance in the anointing story. If John 12:3 
indeed alludes to Song 1:12, then it implicitly compares Jesus to a royal 
figure, “the king . . . on the couch." 

Fehribach, who studies all of John’s stories about women, pays much 
more attention to this matter. From the outset, she observes that John’s 
main concern is to characterize Jesus and to show how those who 
believe become God's children." She then consistently demonstrates 
how the allusions function to portray Jesus as the messianic bridegroom 
and his female followers as the women in his life." What Fehribach 
never considers, however, is why John chooses these particular pas- 
sages to illustrate this point. Betrothal stories and the Song of Songs 
certainly treat the subject of marriage, but what do they have to do with 
the Messiah, God's anointed king? What prompts John to liken the 
Gospel's Messiah, Jesus, to the bridegroom in certain biblical texts? 

Questions concerning the messianic significance of the evoked texts 
can be addressed using a theory articulated by Donald Juel. In his book 


80 Cf. John 1:12; 3:15-16, 36; 6:40, 47; 11:25-27; 17:3. 
5! Fehribach, Women in the Life of the Bridegroom, 17-18. 
82 Ibid., 49-52, 93, 150, 160. 
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Messianic Exegesis, Juel explains why first-century believers may have 
imputed messianic significance to passages that make no mention of a 
king or an anointing. He proposes that “messianic exegesis” developed 
in response to a tension that lay at the heart of their faith. On the one 
hand, the earliest Jewish believers in Jesus (along with other first-century 
Jews) regarded certain biblical passages — such as Gen. 49:10—12; Num. 
24:17; 2 Sam. 7:10—14; Zech. 6:12; Isa. 11; Jer. 33:14—16; and Ps. 2 – as 
messianic prophecies." On the other hand, they believed that Jesus was 
the Messiah." Inherent in this belief is a serious contradiction. The 
crucified Jesus bears no resemblance to the prophesied Messiah who 
"shall break [the nations] with a rod of iron" (Ps. 2:9) and "execute 
justice and righteousness іп the land” (Jer. 33:15).^ 

Juel suggests that in order to resolve this difficulty, the first believers 
relied on creative exegesis of messianic prophecies. This exegesis pro- 
ceeded according to accepted methods of argumentation. For example, 
first-century exegetes assumed that since all Scripture is God's Word, 
it contains one unified theological message. Therefore, they felt free 
to interpret one passage by means of a second if both passages share 
identical words or phrases. "^ Paul does this in Rom. 4:1—12, enlisting 
Ps. 32:1-2 to support his interpretation of Gen. 15:6 because both 
passages contain the verb “reckon (Aoyí&Gopon)." 

According to Juel, similar methods were used to make sense of a 
crucified Christ. Passages reminiscent of Jesus' career were interpreted 
in light of acknowledged messianic prophecies on the basis of shared 
vocabulary." For example, Gen. 22:18 can be interpreted in light of 
2 Sam. 7:12 because each verse contains the term “offspring (УЛ; 
onéppa)." The “offspring” of 2 Sam. 7:12, the Messiah whose kingdom 
God will establish, is also the “offspring” of Gen. 22:18 by whom all the 
nations of the earth will be blessed. This connection allows Luke's Peter 
to contend that all the families of the earth will be blessed through the 
Messiah; that is, Jesus (Acts 3:25). It also allows Paul to assert that 
God's promise in Gen. 22:18 refers to Abraham's "offspring," the 


83 Donald Juel, Messianic Exegesis: Christological Interpretation of the Old Testament 
in Earliest Christianity (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988), 16. 

84 Tbid., 24-26. 

35 Thid., 26. 

86 Ibid., 38— 46. See also Renée Bloch, “Midrash,” in Approaches to Ancient Judaism: 
Theory and Practice (trans. Mary Howard Callaway; ed. William S. Green; BJS 1; 
Missoula, Mont.: Scholars Press, 1978), 32; Roger Le Déaut, “Apropos a Definition of 
Midrash” (trans. Mary Howard), Int 25 (1971), 269-70. 

87 Juel, Messianic Exegesis, 172-73. 
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Christ, whose death on a tree extends the blessing of Abraham to the 
Gentiles (Gal. 3:13-16).“ 

Since I suspect that John alludes to a bridegroom prophecy, a be- 
trothal story, and the Song of Songs because of their messianic signifi- 
cance, I use Juel’s theory to explain how these portions of Scripture 
can be interpreted with reference to the Messiah. Each of these mar- 
riage texts can be linked with an acknowledged messianic prophecy, 
Ps. 45, using verbal similarities. Psalm 45 celebrates the marriage of 
God’s anointed king, the most handsome of men. His bride, a beautiful 
princess, is led to his palace in a joyful procession. The scene is 
strongly reminiscent of the wedding celebrations in Jer. 33:10-11, 
Gen. 29:1—20, and especially the Song of Songs. 

Other twentieth-century exegetes have analyzed the shared vocabu- 
lary between Ps. 45 and the Song of Songs. Each approaches the 
problem with a different aim, whether to date the Psalm, to interpret 
it in light of the Song of Songs, or to demonstrate the dependence of 
both on Neo-Assyrian literary traditions. "^ None attempts to show how, 
on the basis of shared vocabulary, it can be argued that the Messiah 
of Ps. 45 also appears in the joyful procession of Jer. 33:10—11, at the 
well in Gen. 29:1—20, on the couch in Song 1:12, and to his lover in 
Song 3:1-4. I do, and I argue that messianic interpretation of these 
passages may well have inspired John's allusions, thus enhancing the 
Gospel's depiction of Jesus as the Messiah prophesied in Scripture. 
According to John, this Messiah is heard by a rejoicing John the Baptist, 
offers eternal life at a well, is anointed for burial, and appears to a 
searching woman — as foretold in Jer. 33, Gen. 29, and the Song of 
Songs. 

My conclusions thus agree with those of Origen and Hippolytus in a 
number of ways. Their interpretation of Israel's Scriptures shares cer- 
tain similarities with the interpretation evinced by John's allusions to 
marriage texts. Origen's concept of “harmonious patterns" and “mys- 
teries in agreement" is closely related to a fundamental assumption of 
messianic exegesis: that all Scripture presents the same unified theo- 
logical message. Hippolytus’ belief that Song 3:1—4 foretells the 


33 Tbid., 84-87. 

89 F, Dijkema, “Zu Psalm 45," ZAW 27 (1907): 26-32; Raymond Tournay, “Les 
affinités du Ps. xlv avec le Cantique des Cantiques et leur interprétation messianique,” 
in Congress Volume: Bonn, 1962 (VTSup 9; Leiden: Brill, 1963), 173, 210—12; Oswald 
Lorentz, Das althebráische Liebeslied: Untersuchungen zur Stichometrie und Redaktions- 
geschichte des Hohenliedes und des 45. Psalms (AOAT 14/1; Butzon & Bercker, 1971), 
67—70; Johannes S. M. Mulder, Studies on Psalm 45 (Oss: Witsiers, 1972), 95, 154—55. 
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women’s experience at Jesus’ tomb coincides with John’s apparent 
opinion that the Song is a messianic prophecy. As we shall see, there 
is even strong evidence that both third-century scholars recognized 
some of the verbal links among Gen. 29, the Song of Songs, and Ps. 
45. In addition, Origen’s interpretation of John 4:4—42 and 12:1-8 
resembles an understanding that can be attributed to the Gospel's 
original audience. Specifically, his contention that the Samaritan 
woman and Mary of Bethany represent believers does not seem far 
off the mark. 

Compatibility with ancient exegesis generated by obsolete methods 
does not render my interpretation inaccessible to contemporary audi- 
ences. In the end, I show that twenty-first-century Christians do not 
have to accept John's messianic interpretation of marriage texts in 
order to hear and appreciate the echoes. It is not necessary to understand 
Jer. 33:10—11, Gen. 29:1-20, Song 1:12, and Song 3:1—4 as messianic 
prophecies in order to realize how John's allusions to these passages 
enhance the Gospel's portrayal of Jesus. It is also not necessary to assert 
that John's female characters actually symbolize the church in order 
to recognize how they simply exemplify believers in relationship with 
Christ, thus illustrating John's theme of belief. Allusions to biblical 
texts about marriage in the Fourth Gospel help to portray Jesus as the 
expected, crucified, risen, and ascending king who offers eternal life. 
In addition, they enhance John's depiction of believers testifying to 
Jesus, recognizing his post-resurrection presence, rejoicing at his 
coming, and joining his growing family. By echoing Jeremiah's bride- 
groom prophecy, Jacob's betrothal narrative, and the Song of Songs, 
John harmonizes the story of Jesus with Israel's Scripture in tones that 
can please even the twenty-first-century ear. 


2 


ECHOES OF SCRIPTURE, REPRESENTATIVE 
FIGURES, AND MESSIANIC EXEGESIS 


Echoes of Scripture in the Fourth Gospel 


We cannot begin the process of identifying and interpreting John’s 
allusions to marriage texts without some idea of what an allusion is 
and how it works. Wendell V. Harris offers a clear and concise defi- 
nition in his Dictionary of Concepts in Literary Criticism and Theory. 
According to Harris, an allusion is “the evocation of a person, character, 
place, event, idea, or portion of text through quotation (exact or ap- 
proximate), implicit reference through similarity, explicit reference, or 
echo. Such evocation or suggestion is intended to lead the reader to 
bring some aspect of the referent to bear at that point of the originating 
text."' He further explains that “allusion is presumed to enrich meaning, 
pleasure being derived from the economy with which it does 50.” In 
Harris' terms, the proposed allusions to be evaluated in this study evoke 
a portion of Israel's Scriptures by means of implicit reference through 
similarity. 

This definition begs for immediate qualification. Who inscribes 
implicit references, and for whom do those references evoke a portion 
of a text? Who leads what reader to associate the referent with the 
originating text? In order to understand an allusion, it is first necessary 
to define its author and audience. 

Once we have defined author and audience, we can then follow the 
basic approach suggested by Harris' two-part definition. First, we must 
identify the allusion. Since it consists of “the evocation of а... portion 
of text [by means of] . . . implicit reference through similarity," we must 
recognize and delineate similarities between the originating text and 
some referent, or evoked text. Second, we must interpret the allusion. 
According to Harris, it serves “То lead the reader to bring some aspect of 


! Wendell V. Harris, *Allusion," Dictionary of Concepts in Literary Criticism and 
Theory (New York: Greenwood, 1992), 10. 
? Tbid., 11. 
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the referent to bear at that point of the originating text.” Therefore, we 
must discern how the similarities between the allusion and its referent 
enrich the originating text’s meaning. 

This basic approach presents several difficulties. One concerns how 
allusions are identified. An implicit reference through similarity is 
more obscure than an exact quotation. How does one determine that 
an apparent similarity to another text constitutes an allusion?’ A second 
difficulty involves identifying the evoked text. If the allusion corres- 
ponds to more than one precursor text, how does one decide which 
text serves as the best referent? Finally, there is the difficulty of 
understanding the relationship between the allusion and its referent. 
Which aspects of the evoked text can profitably be brought to bear on 
the originating text? 

Difficulties in identifying and interpreting allusions cannot be defini- 
tively resolved, but they can be negotiated by applying appropriate 
guidelines. Hays has admirably performed this task. He proposes seven 
tests for identifying and interpreting allusions to Scripture in Раш.“ 
I have adapted and adopted these criteria, making a few modifications 
to account for the differences between Paul’s epistolary discourse, 
treated by Hays, and John’s narrative discourse, examined here. Be- 
cause Paul and John employ different rhetorical strategies, they make 
slightly different uses of allusions. 

I have also modified Hays’ guidelines in order to clarify the identity 
of the Gospel’s author and audience. Questions of the historical plausi- 
bility of an allusion necessarily concern the Gospel’s original author 
and audience, while the issue of satisfaction with a given interpretation 
involves the understanding of a contemporary audience. Most of the 
following guidelines, however, can be applied to the implied author and 
audience. 


3 This question is raised with reference to the Fourth Gospel by Barnabas Lindars 
(“The Place of the Old Testament in the Formation of New Testament Theology,” NTS 23 
[1976], 65) and Herman N. Ridderbos (The Gospel According to John: A Theological 
Commentary [trans. John Vriend; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997], 112). 

4 Hays, Echoes of Scripture, 29-32. John Hollander, upon whose theory Hays models 
his approach, distinguishes between allusion and echo. For Hollander, an allusion is an 
author’s fragmentary or paraphrastic citation of a text familiar to his or her audience, 
whereas an echo is an allusion recognized by a reader but not necessarily intended by the 
author (The Figure of Echo: A Mode of Allusion in Milton and After [Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1981], 64). Due to the hypothetical nature of Paul’s original audi- 
ences, Hays makes no such distinction (Echoes of Scripture, 29). Due to the hypothetical 
nature of John’s author and audience, original or implied, I also do not distinguish the 
terms in this way. 
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Guidelines for identifying and interpreting allusions 


Availability 


This guideline for identifying allusions concerns the availability of the 
proposed referent to both implied author and implied audience. If 
the proposed referent was not available to the implied author, then he 
or she cannot have alluded to it. Similarly, if it was not available to 
the implied audience, then the implied author cannot have expected 
them to understand the supposed allusion.” Whether an author could 
have intended an allusion to a particular referent thus depends on the 
availability of the proposed referent, at least to that author. 

If Israel’s Scriptures were not available to John’s implied author, it 
would be a waste of time and energy to proceed any further. It is 
relatively easy to settle this matter. Israel’s Scriptures were certainly 
available to the Fourth Evangelist. In fact, they were available in three 
languages. Every book in the canon had been written in Hebrew and 
translated into Greek by the beginning of the first century B.C.E., well 
before the events related in the Gospel.° In addition, public reading of 
the Hebrew Scriptures was usually accompanied by a translation into 
the vernacular (see Neh. 8:8). In Palestine, this led to the development 
of Aramaic Targums. 

Israel’s Scriptures were not only available to the Fourth Evangelist; 
they were also known to him.’ He provides thirteen formal citations 
of texts that can be readily identified." He obviously assumes their 
importance for his audience.’ 

These observations raise a further question: does John refer to a 
Hebrew Bible or to a Greek or Aramaic translation? This question can 
be answered only in part. John certainly knew at least some biblical 


5 Hays, Echoes of Scripture, 29. 

6 On the dating of the Septuagint, see Emanuel Tov, “The Septuagint,” іп Mikra: Text, 
Translation, Reading and Interpretation of the Hebrew Bible in Ancient Judaism and 
Early Christianity (ed. Martin Jan Mulder; CRINT, sec. 2, vol. 1; Philadelphia: Fortress, 
1988), 162. 

7 Tuse a masculine pronoun to designate the Gospel’s implied author since John 21:24 
indicates that he is a man. For the sake of convenience, I will occasionally refer to him as 
“John.” 

8 Isa. 40:3 in John 1:23; Ps. 69:9 in John 2:17; Exod. 16:4 and Ps. 48:23-25 in John 
6:31; Isa. 54:13 in John 6:45; Ps. 82:6 in John 10:34; Ps. 118: 25—26 in John 12:13; Zech. 
9:9 in John 12:15; Isa. 53:1 in John 12:38; Isa. 6:10 in John 12:40; Ps. 41:9 in John 13:18; 
Pss 35:19 and 69:4 in John 15:25; Ps. 22:18 in John 19:24; Zech. 12:10 in John 19:37. 
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books in a Greek translation.'° Four of his citations correspond closely 
to extant versions: Ps. 69:9 in John 2:17; Ps. 82:6 in John 10:34; Isa. 
53:1 in John 12:38; Ps. 22:18 in John 19:24." 

It is possible that John's implied author might also have known 
Hebrew and Aramaic versions. That he knows at least some Hebrew 
and Aramaic is evident from his use of terms like "Rabbi" (1:38), 
“Messiah” (1:41; 4:25), and "Rabbouni" (20:16). That some of his 
audience knows only Greek is evident from the fact that he follows 
these terms with a Greek translation. ^ 

Evidence for the implied author's familiarity with Hebrew or Ara- 
maic Scriptures can be gleaned from those citations that do not exactly 
conform to any extant Greek text. Unfortunately, that evidence is 
somewhat difficult to interpret. Several scholars theorize that John 
sometimes provides his own Greek translation of a Hebrew or Aramaic 
source. Both Braun and Edwin D. Freed point out that some of John's 
formula citations resemble the wording of the Masoretic Text or one 
of the Targums.'* Günter Reim and M. J. J. Menken also suppose that 
John occasionally reverts to the Hebrew Bible.'* Bruce С. Schuchard, 
on the other hand, concludes that John exclusively cites a Greek text, 
often editing it to suit his purposes. To complicate the issue, Schuchard 
agrees that John probably knew Hebrew and Aramaic traditions. Still, 
he argues that the Evangelist cited only the Greek text known to his 
audience. ^ 


10 [t is impossible to determine exactly which Greek version (or versions) John knew. 
The Greek text reproduced in this study is taken from Septuaginta (ed. Alfred Rahlfs; 
Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 1979). Significant variants are discussed in Rahlfs' 
critical notes, as well as notes by Joseph Ziegler in Jeremias, Baruch, Threni, Epistula 
Jeremiae (Vetus Testamentum graecum auctoritate Academiae Scientiarum Gottingensis 
editum 15. Góttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1957). I refer to these variants in the 
footnotes. 

!! Edwin D. Freed, Old Testament Quotations in the Gospel of John (SNT 11; Leiden: 
Brill, 1965), 126. Psalm chapter and verse numbers differ in the LXX. For example, the 
verses reckoned as Pss 69:9, 82:6, and 22:18 in the NRSV are reckoned as Pss 68:10, 81:6, 
and 21:19 in the LXX. Unless otherwise noted, I refer to the standard reckoning used in 
English translations. 

12 Thid., 218-19. 

15 Braun, Jean le théologien 2, 3—21; Freed, OT Quotations, 26. 

14 Günter Reim, Studien zum alttestamentlichen Hintergrund des Johannesevange- 
liums (SNTSMS 22; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1974), 90; Maarten J. J. 
Menken, Old Testament Quotations in the Fourth Gospel: Studies in Textual Form 
(СВЕТ 15; Kampen: Pharos, 1996), 205—6. 

15 Bruce G. Schuchard, Scripture within Scripture: The Interrelationship of Form and 
Function in the Explicit Old Testament Citations in the Gospel of John (SBLDS 133; 
Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1992), 151—56. 
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It is not necessary to settle this matter for the purposes of this study. 
Since John’s implied author alludes to the Scriptures in Greek for the 
benefit of a Greek-speaking audience, a Greek Bible should be con- 
sidered the only possible allusive referent. His possible familiarity 
with a Hebrew Bible is a factor — and a minor factor, at that — only 
for considering how he interprets the evoked texts. '° 


Volume 


This criterion for identifying allusions focuses on how they attract an 
audience’s attention. Hays briefly mentions three ways: 

(a) Correspondence; that is, the degree of correspondence between 
allusion and referent. According to Harris, correspondence between an 
originating text and a precursor text constitutes the allusion. According 
to Hays, the greater the degree of correspondence, the clearer the 
allusion.'’ If an allusion corresponds to more than one precursor text, 
the text to which it corresponds the most should be preferred as the 
referent. 

Hays rightly assumes that an epistler like Paul chiefly uses diction 
and syntax to establish a verbal correspondence with a precursor text. ^ 
An evangelist like John can likewise allude by means of verbal corres- 
pondence. Of course, the LXX necessarily constitutes the precursor text 
for any verbal correspondence between John's Gospel and Israel's 
Scriptures. 

An evangelist like John is not limited to allusion by means of verbal 
correspondence, however. Narrative discourse permits the evocation 
of other details — such as plot, characters, and setting — by means of 
“circumstantial correspondence." Unlike verbal correspondence, 
circumstantial correspondence does not require that the precursor 
text share the language of the originating text. It depends only on 
idiosyncratic elements of a precursor story or scene. 

The allusion to Ps. 69:21 in John 19:28—30 provides a good example 
of both verbal and circumstantial correspondence. John 19:28—30 reads 
as follows: 


16 See below, pp. 111, 113, 116, 117. The Hebrew text reproduced in this study is taken 
from BHS. 

U Hays, Echoes of Scripture, 29. 

18 тый. 

19 Robert L. Brawley makes a similar point when discussing correspondence between 
Luke’s narrative and Israel’s Scriptures (Text to Text Pours Forth Speech: Voices of 
Scripture in Luke-Acts [Indiana Studies in Biblical Literature 18; Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1995], 13). 
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After this, when Jesus knew that all was now finished, he said 
(in order to fulfill the scripture), “I am thirsty (61y@).” A jar 
full of sour wine (tod ovc) was standing there. So they put 
a sponge full of the wine (Ó&ovc) on a branch of hyssop and 
held it to his mouth. When Jesus had received the wine (to 
бЁос), he said, “It is finished.” 


It is generally agreed that this passage echoes Ps. 69:21: 


They gave me poison for food, 
and for my thirst they gave me vinegar to drink (6&0¢ sig tT|v 
6tyav). ^ 


The allusion is marked in part by the reiteration of two significant 
words from the evoked text, the verb did and the noun бёос. In 
addition, each passage depicts similar circumstances. In both scenes, 
the бёос is given to a suffering man by an anonymous group of 
tormentors. Here, circumstantial correspondence may be John's way 
of showing that this episode does indeed fulfill the Scripture. 

It should be noted that this circumstantial correspondence serves to 
strengthen the connections already established by two verbal links. It 
would be much more difficult to argue that John alludes to Ps. 69:21 if 
the words дуро and ó&og did not appear in the narrative. Circumstantial 
correspondence alone does not constitute a clear allusion. Nevertheless, 
it considerably enhances the volume of verbal correspondence, and may 
even draw attention to the echo. 

The volume of various allusions in the Fourth Gospel can be profit- 
ably compared to the volume of those same allusions in one or more of 
the first three Gospels. Sometimes, certain aspects of a Johannine story 
that resemble a passage from Israel's Scriptures may fail to appear in 
that story's Synoptic parallels. This phenomenon serves as an additional 
indicator of two possibilities: either John's implied author has added 
these details in order to stress an allusion, or a common tradition 
contained certain allusive details that John has retained. This holds true 
whether similarities among John and the other Gospels are attributed to 
direct dependence or shared sources.^' For example, Matthew (27:48), 


20 See, e.g., NA”, 785. 

?! The issue is a matter of some debate. According to Frans Neirynck, John's sources 
include the Synoptic Gospels (“John and the Synoptics,” in L'évangile de Jean: Sources, 
rédaction, théologie [ed. Marinus de Jonge; BETL 44; Louvain: Louvain University Press, 
1977], 106). Peder Borgen counters that John's sources included traditions known also to 
the Synoptic Evangelists (“John and the Synoptics," in The Interrelations of the Gospels 
[ed. David L. Dungan; BETL 95; Louvain: Louvain University Press, 1990], 408—37.) For 
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Mark (15:36), and Luke (23:36) all report that the dying Jesus was 
given sour wine (6&0c) to drink. Apparently, all four Gospels somehow 
share a source that includes this episode. The Synoptic accounts differ 
slightly from John’s version of the story, however. None of them 
reiterates the word 6&€o¢ three times, as does John. In addition, none 
of them uses the word био or indicates that Jesus’ thirst fulfilled the 
Scriptures. John's deviations from the Synoptic accounts indicate that 
John lays particular stress on this allusion. 

Itshould be noted that John's implied audience would have recognized 
how John alone stresses this allusion only if they had access to another 
passion narrative. Deviations from the Synoptic accounts do not neces- 
sarily mark an allusion for an implied audience. They simply provide 
evidence that the story was made to conform to an allusive referent. 

Another way to judge volume involves allusions that correspond 
closely with their precursor texts. Such allusions may seem somewhat 
awkward in the context of the originating text, especially when that 
context relates a supposedly cohesive story. Instead of harmonizing 
with John's account, these allusions resound to the strains of someone 
else's tale. This phenomenon may be termed “dissonance.” Dissonant 
details often contrast so strongly with the originating text that they 
become powerful signals of an allusion. They may also serve as clear 
indicators of its precursor text. The absence of dissonant details does 
not preclude the presence of an allusion. Their presence, however, 
draws attention to the figure of speech at work.” 

The criterion of correspondence not only aids in identifying an 
allusion; it also serves as a starting point for interpretation. Areas of 
explicit or "stated" correspondence establish an initial relationship 
between the originating and precursor texts. Once established, this 
relationship may suggest instances of “unstated” correspondence; that 
is, aspects of the precursor text not explicitly evoked in the originating 
text, yet similar in some way. Corresponding details, both stated and 
unstated, then indicate which aspects of the referent may profitably be 
brought to bear on the originating text. ^ 


a review of the issues, see D. Moody Smith, John among the Gospels: The Relationship in 
Twentieth-Century Research (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992). 

22 See also Riffaterre, Semiotics, 5, 164—65. Riffaterre refers to this phenomenon as 
“ungrammaticalities.” Brawley notes it (Text to Text, 14), and Winsor uses it as one of her 
chief criteria (A King Is Bound, 8—9). Hays makes no mention of it, perhaps because Paul 
never uses it. 

23 Hays uses the term “unstated correspondence" to refer to metalepsis (Echoes of 
Scripture, 20). 
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(b) Prominence. It is more likely that an author would allude to a 
familiar text than to an obscure referent. Prominence increases plausi- 
bility. The more prominent the precursor text, the stronger the allusion 
to that text. ^^ 

Of course, we cannot establish the prominence of a text based on a 
proposed allusion to that text and then use prominence as a criterion 
to confirm the presence of that allusion. Other evidence must indicate 
the prominence of a proposed referent. For example, if the evidence 
suggests that John’s implied author regards a proposed referent as a 
messianic prophecy, then the prominence of that referent can be con- 
firmed. As we shall see, this argument can be made in the case of 
Ps. 69:21, echoed in John 19:28-30. John probably alludes to Ps. 69 
because of its messianic significance. 

(c) Rhetorical emphasis. Presumably, an author might highlight an 
allusion by means of strategic placement.” Paul might emphasize 
an allusion by placing it at a rhetorical climax in his argument. John, 
on the other hand, might do so by locating it at a focal point in his 
narrative or by several repetitions of an important word from the evoked 
text. John emphasizes the allusion to Ps. 69:21 in at least three ways. 
First, it appears near the climax of the story. Jesus is about to die; he 
knows that all is now finished (John 19:28). Second, the narrator expli- 
citly states that when Jesus says, “S10,” he fulfills the Scripture (John 
19:28). Third, the word обос is repeated three times (John 19:29-30). 
These emphases add to the evidence for the allusion. 


Recurrence 


Hays suggests that a proposed allusion whose referent or its context is 
frequently cited by Paul merits additional consideration. ^ Recurrence 
provides additional evidence for the importance (or prominence) of a 
precursor text to an implied author. Psalm 69 offers a good example of 
a text cited more than once in the Fourth Gospel, as John explicitly 
quotes it on two occasions (Ps. 69:9 in John 2:17; Ps. 69:4 in John 
15:25). On the basis of this evidence, a case can be made that Ps. 69 was 
important to John. Therefore, it is not improbable that he alludes to it in 
his crucifixion scene. 

This test neither confirms proposed allusions that do conform nor 
rules out those that do not conform. If a proposed allusion's precursor 


24 Tbid., 30. 25 тыа. 26 тыа, 
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text or its immediate context is cited frequently in the Fourth Gospel, 
however, this can add to the evidence supporting the allusion’s 
authenticity. 


Thematic coherence 


This first test for a proposed interpretation considers how well that 
interpretation coheres with the context of the allusion’s originating text. 
Does it enhance the themes developed both in the passage containing 
the proposed allusion and in the broader context of the entire book?" 
In the case of Ps. 69:21 in John 19:28—30, the answer is clear: this 
allusion helps John to accomplish his primary agenda. It indicates that 
Jesus fulfills a messianic prophecy, so that John's audience “may 
believe that Jesus is the Messiah" (John 20:31). 

John's allusions are of course capable of enhancing more than just 
the Gospel's themes. They can also help depict a setting, portray a 
character, and illustrate the plot. They can add to a scene's irony or 
contribute to a narrative motif. They can even relate aspects of John's 
story to concepts evoked by a precursor text, thus facilitating the 
creation of a symbol or metaphor. 

The criterion of thematic coherence assumes that an allusion's con- 
sonance with the discourse of a text enriches that text's meaning. 
A thorough exploration of thematic coherence thus constitutes the 
primary interpretive task. Accordingly, my interpretation investigates 
how John's allusions to marriage texts enhance the Gospel's settings, 
characters, plot, ironies, themes, motifs, symbols, and metaphors. 

Hays also considers how images and ideas from the precursor text 
within its context illuminate the argument of the originating text.” Here 
I depart from his approach. I question whether this is an appropriate 
way to understand John's allusions. What controls John's intertextual 
practice is not the images and ideas present in a precursor passage but 
rather his interpretation of the evoked text and how that interpretation 
suits his purposes. As we shall see, John alludes to Ps. 69:21 because 
he regards this verse as a messianic prophecy and because it aptly 
describes an event in the life of Jesus. He is not primarily concerned 
with the mood of the psalm as a whole. ^ 


27 Thid. 28 Thid. 

29 See below, рр. 43—44. Elisabeth A. Johnson takes a similar approach in her analysis 
of biblical allusions in Luke’s birth narrative (“Ваггеппеѕѕ, Birth, and Biblical Allusions 
in Luke 1—2” [Ph.D. diss., Princeton Theological Seminary, 2000], 16—19). 
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Historical plausibility 


Hays presents this test as a second guideline for interpreting allusions. 
“Could [the author] have intended the alleged meaning effect?” he asks. 
“Could his readers have understood it? . . . This test, historical in 
character, necessarily requires hypothetical constructs of what might 
have been intended and grasped by particular first-century figures." ? 
This is the only criterion that involves reconstructing John's original 
author and audience — their historical setting, their interpretation of the 
evoked texts, their understanding of the allusion — on the basis of 
outside sources. Such constructs need not be elaborate. They must only 
render the proposed allusion and its interpretation historically plausible. 
For John as well as for Paul, I contend with Hays that they ought to 
account for his Jewish identity. They should demonstrate that “his 
readings could hold a respectable place within the discourse of Israel's 
faith." 


History of interpretation 


"Have other readers, both critical and precritical, heard the same 
echoes?" asks Hays." If others have recognized the same allusions 
I perceive, this indicates that my proposals are perhaps not so far- 
fetched. Someone else agrees that they constitute reasonable inferences 
from the text or plausible wordplays by its implied author. 

This criterion is useful mostly for positive confirmation. As Hays 
points out, it "should rarely be used as a negative test to exclude 
proposed echoes that commend themselves on other grounds." Hays 
also avers that whereas this test provides confirmation for identifying 
allusions, it is of little use in interpreting them. ^ My interpretation will 
certainly have to contend with the interpretations of others. Since I have 
a different perspective and may use different methods, however, it will 
not necessarily agree with them. 


Satisfaction 


Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the proposed allusion and its 
interpretation need to make sense. They must offer “a good account of 


29 Hays, Echoes of Scripture, 30. 3 Ibid., 31. 
32 тыа. 33 Тыа. 34 Thid. 
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the experience of a contemporary community of competent readers." ^? 
Can we tune our ears to echoes generated nearly two thousand years 
ago? Will we resonate with their frequencies, or do our different 
conventions put us on another wavelength altogether? 


Representative figures in the Fourth Gospel 


In the process of identifying and interpreting John's allusions to mar- 
riage texts, two important issues emerge. The first has to do with Hays’ 
criterion of thematic coherence (which evaluates the way an allusion 
enhances the discourse of its originating text) and involves the role 
played by John's female characters. Are they representative figures, as 
so many scholars assert? ^ If so, what or whom do they represent? How 
does any representative value cohere with John's allusions to marriage 
texts? 

Harris does not define "representative figure" in his dictionary. The 
term is used by Raymond F. Collins, who equates representative 
figures with “symbolic personages.""/ Harris does define a symbol — 
as "anything that, through convention, resemblance, or association, is 
recognized as representing or standing for a second thing." ^ 

Again, this definition must be qualified. The passive verb is recog- 
nized indicates that symbolic value is attributed by audiences. It takes 
an audience to recognize conventions. It takes an audience to be 
familiar enough with a symbolic referent to realize its resemblance to 
or its association with a symbol. Therefore, a crucial step in interpreting 
symbols is identifying their audience. 

As a type of symbol, then, a representative figure is a character 
understood by a particular audience to represent something or someone 
else; that is, to designate a symbolic referent. According to Harris, 
representative figures can be recognized in three ways: they conform 
to conventions of symbolic representation, they resemble their symbolic 
referents, or they can be associated with their referents by some other 
means. According to Koester, John uses all three ways in various 
fashions to develop symbols and representative figures in the Fourth 


55 Ibid., 32. ?6 See above, p. 16, n. 76. 

37 Raymond F. Collins, “The Representative Figures of the Fourth Gospel," DRev 94 
(1976), 27; repr. in These Things Have Been Written: Studies in the Fourth Gospel 
(Louvain Theological and Pastoral Monographs 2; Louvain: Peeters, 1990). Collins 
believes that John's characters were initially developed by a homilist who used them to 
typify various faith responses to Jesus ("Representative Figures," 29—32). 

38 Harris, “Symbol,” Dictionary of Concepts, 398. 
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Gospel. In effect, Koester delineates various aspects of convention, 
resemblance, and association as he discusses criteria for recognizing 
John’s symbols and representative figures. 


Convention 


One of the ways for a given audience to identify a symbol is for them 
to perceive that it conforms to some convention of symbolic represen- 
tation. Conventions develop when the resemblance between two dif- 
ferent entities is easily discerned and consistently exploited. It 
becomes common to use one (usually the more concrete entity) as a 
symbol of the other (usually the more abstract). Knowledge of such 
conventions enables interpreters to recognize many symbols, including 
representative figures. 

Koester explains John's use of convention in terms of his reliance 
on several conventional Jewish symbols. Like other Jewish authors, 
John uses light to symbolize God, life, and understanding (e.g., 1:1-9; 
3:19-21; 7:52; 8:12; 9:5; 11:9-10; 12:35—36, 46). Darkness, on the 
other hand, represents evil, death, and ignorance (e.g., 1:5; 3:2, 19). 
Bread refers to spiritual sustenance (6:1—59), the vine stands for God's 
people (15:1—17), and the shepherd indicates their leader or leaders 
(10:11-18).? 

Koester does not extend his observations to conventions regarding 
representative figures. Such conventions can be recognized, however. 
For example, many interpreters believe that several characters in Jewish 
literature symbolize a Jewish community in dire straits. Daniel is 
thought to represent Jews whose religious practices were proscribed 
by Antiochus IV, while Judith seems to personify a Jewish group 
attacked by a Gentile army." Esther, Mordecai, and Susanna apparently 
symbolize Diaspora Jews threatened by pogroms and endangered by 
assimilation.'! Interestingly, the man born blind in John 9 is often 


22 Koester, Symbolism, 233-34. See also Severino Pancaro, The Law in the Fourth 
Gospel: The Torah and the Gospel, Moses and Jesus, Judaism and Christianity According 
to John (NovTSup 42; Leiden: Brill, 1975), 454-87. 

40 Louis F. Hartman, The Book of Daniel (AB 23; Garden City: Doubleday, 1978), 61; 
Amy-Jill Levine, “Sacrifice and Salvation: Otherness and Domestication in the Book of 
Judith,” in No One Spoke Ш of Her: Essays on Judith (ed. James С. Vanderkam; Atlanta: 
Scholars Press, 1992), 18—23. 

^! Sidnie Ann White, “Esther: A Feminine Model for Jewish Diaspora," in Gender and 
Difference in Ancient Israel (ed. Peggy L. Day; Minneapolis: Fortress, 1989), 166—73; 
Amy-Jill Levine, “‘Hemmed in on Every Side’: Jews and Women in the Book of 
Susanna," in Reading From This Place (ed. Fernando F. Segovia and Mary Ann Tolbert; 
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understood in terms of this convention. He is thought to represent 
Johannine believers whose faith in Jesus comes under scrutiny.** An 
ancient or modern audience familiar with a convention whereby an 
oppressed yet courageous protagonist represents the persecuted faithful 
might be inclined to recognize its use in John 9. 

It should be noted that conformity to convention does not automatic- 
ally impart representative value. Similarities between the man born 
blind and Daniel or Judith do not establish him as a symbol. Other 
factors must also be considered. 


Resemblance 


A second way to identify a symbol is to recognize how it resembles its 
symbolic referent. In his discussion of representative figures, Koester 
notes that John endows them with distinctive traits. These distinctive 
traits fit them for representative roles.“ In fact, they cause John’s 
characters to resemble various groups of people known to his audience, 
thus enabling them to exemplify those groups. For example, the healing 
of the man born blind qualifies him to represent Johannine believers 
whose encounter with Jesus has led them from the darkness of unbelief 
to the light of faith." His blindness is easily recognized as symbolic, 
given John's symbolic use of blindness in John 9:4—5, 39—41. It adds to 
the evidence that the man functions as a representative figure. 

While a character's resembling a particular group might enhance 
representative value, it does not guarantee that the character symbolizes 
that group. It may indicate some other degree of representation. It is 
possible for a character to exemplify or typify a group without neces- 
sarily standing in as its symbol. Koester explains these three levels of 
representation with respect to the Fourth Gospel's characters. First, 
they are significant in their own right, as unique individuals in the 
Gospel's story. Second, they may represent groups of people known 
to John's author and audience. Third, they can typify a response to Jesus 


Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995), 175-90. George W. E. Nicklesburg argues that Esther, 
Daniel 3 and 6, and Susanna are stories of the vindication and exaltation of a righteous 
person who remains faithful during persecution (Resurrection, Immortality, and Eternal 
Life in Intertestamental Judaism [HTS 26; Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
1972], 48—58). 

42 This idea was first proposed by J. Louis Martyn (History and Theology in the 
Fourth Gospel [Nashville: Abingdon, 1968], 30—59). 
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described elsewhere in the narrative." It should be noted that only the 
second level is strictly symbolic. "^ A type is not necessarily a symbolic 
representative. In addition, it is possible for a character to exemplify 
a group of people without symbolizing that group.’ The strongest 
indicators of strictly symbolic value are characteristics that, understood 
literally, make little or no sense." 

Such characteristics include anachronistic situations. If a represen- 
tative figure resembles a group thought to have existed in John's day 
and not in Jesus', certain characteristics of that figure may seem 
awkward within the context of John's story about Jesus. In his book 
History and Theology in the Fourth Gospel, J. Louis Martyn points out 
such an anachronism in the story of the man born blind. He notes that 
the Jews articulate an official policy concerning those who confess 
that Jesus is the Messiah: they are put out of the synagogue (v. 22; cf. 
12:42; 16:2). Martyn suggests that this policy was actually instated, 
not during Jesus’ lifetime, but in John’s day.” 

This theory is not universally accepted. Reuven Kimelman points 
out that there is no other unambiguous historical evidence for Jewish 
exclusion of Christians. Jews who believed in Jesus may have left their 
synagogues under their own volition.” The most we can say about 
passages like John 9:22; 12:42; 16:2 is that they reflect the subjective 
experience, if not the actual situation, of Johannine believers." This 
sense of marginalization undoubtedly provides the background for 
John's story of the man born blind. Martyn writes, "In the two-level 
drama of John 9 the man born blind plays not only the part of a Jew 


45 Ibid., 35. The idea that John's characters typify a response to Jesus has been 
articulated by Eva Krafft (“Die Personen des Johannesevangeliums," EvT 16 [1956]: 
18—32) and Raymond Collins (Representative Figures," 31), and developed by Culpepper 
(Anatomy, 145—48). 

46 See my review of Craig R. Koester, Symbolism in the Fourth Gospel, Koinonia 
Journal 9 (1997), 190. 

47 Teresa Okure contends that John's characters function as examples without symbol- 
izing anything (The Johannine Approach to Mission: A Contextual Study of John 4:1—42 
[WUNT 31; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1988], 111, n. 63). While not all of John's 
characters represent someone or something else, convincing arguments can be (and have 
been) made that some of them do. 

^5 Cf. Koester, Symbolism, 8. As David W. Wead avers, one should be cautious of 
finding symbols where the text does not call attention to them (The Literary Devices in 
John’s Gospel [Theologischen Dissertationen 4; Basel: Reinhart, 1970], 27). 

49 Martyn, History and Theology, 30—59. 

50 Reuven Kimelman, “Birkat Ha-Minim and the Lack of Evidence for an Anti- 
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E. P. Sanders et al.; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1981), 11:226—44, 391—403. 

5! Reinhartz, Befriending the Beloved Disciple, 39-50. 


Echoes of Scripture 35 


in Jerusalem healed by Jesus of Nazareth, but also the part of Jews 
known to John who have become members of the separated church 
because of the messianic faith.”°’ Because they have confessed openly 
that Jesus is the Messiah, they feel excluded from the synagogue — as is 
the man born blind. 

Koester agrees with Martyn that representative figures often face 
anachronistic situations. Some, like the man born blind, are put out of 
the synagogue. Others must cope with Jesus’ absence, another situation 
more characteristic of John’s community than of Jesus’ disciples. 
Lazarus’ grieving sisters complain that, had Jesus been present, their 
brother would not have died (11:21, 32); Jesus’ disciple Thomas has 
difficulty believing without seeing (20:24 —29); even the man born blind 
must endure an interrogation without knowing Jesus' whereabouts 
(9:12). According to Koester, these figures exemplify the struggles of 
believers living between the resurrection and the Parousia.* 

An obvious anachronistic situation thus indicates a character's rep- 
resentative value. It also highlights its resemblance to its symbolic 
referent. In the case of the man born blind, it establishes him as a 
representative of those separated from the synagogue because they 
confess that Jesus is the Messiah. 


Association 


Harris’ third way to identify a symbol is to recognize ways the symbol 
is associated with its referent. Koester points out two ways that John 
uses to associate his representative figures with particular groups of 
people. First, he comments that John often introduces a character by 
identifying him or her as a group member. Second, he contends that 
when John refers to such characters using the plural pronouns ў цеїс or 
peig, it further implies that they represent that group. "^ John thus uses 
both direct identification and plural references to associate a represen- 
tative character with a familiar group. Since it makes little or no sense 
to use plural pronouns to refer to an individual, they constitute another 
strong indicator of representative value. 

Koester shows how the character of Nicodemus illustrates both 
techniques. John 3:1 introduces Nicodemus as “a Pharisee" and “a 
leader of the Jews,” thus identifying him with the Pharisees and Jewish 
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53 Koester, Symbolism, 35-36, 64—66, 70—71. 
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authorities as a group. In verse 2, Nicodemus speaks for this group by 
using the first-person plural pronoun ўце. Jesus reciprocates in vv. 
11-12 by addressing him with the second-person plural pronoun 
pets. It makes little sense for Jesus to address Nicodemus in the 
plural unless Nicodemus is the representative of a group. The pronoun 
bic indicates that Nicodemus represents the Pharisees. His repre- 
sentative value is further confirmed by his direct identification as a 
Pharisee and his self-reference in the plural. 

I would suggest a third means of associating a representative figure 
with a symbolic referent: allusion to a biblical character already con- 
sidered to be a representative figure. By associating one of his charac- 
ters with a representative figure from Scripture, John transfers the 
representative value of that figure to his own character. John’s portrayal 
of Nathanael provides a good example. In John 1:47, Jesus identifies 
Nathanael as “ап Israelite in whom there is no deceit.” This identifica- 
tion suggests that Nathanael may indeed represent all such Israelites. 
Jesus then tells Nathanael, “You will see (GWeo0e) heaven opened and 
the angels of God ascending and descending upon the Son of Man” 
(John 1:51). Jesus addresses Nathanael in the plural, further indicating 
his representative function.°° In addition, John alludes to Gen. 28:12, 
which describes Jacob’s vision at Bethel in very similar terms. This 
allusion associates Nathanael with Jacob, Israel’s patriarch and premier 
representative. John thus invites audiences aware of Jacob’s represen- 
tative value to transfer it to Nathanael. Like Jacob, Nathanael also 
represents Israel — as indicated by Jesus’ greeting in verse 47. 


Messianic exegesis in the Fourth Gospel 


The question of representative value as an aspect of thematic coherence 
is not the only issue raised in the process of identifying and interpreting 
John’s allusions to marriage texts. A second has to do with the criterion 
of prominence. Why does John allude to certain texts about marriage? 
Why were they important to him? In order to answer this question, we 
must try to determine how he interprets them. 

Much has been written about how John interprets Israel’s Scriptures, 
a good deal of it in the wake of pioneering research by C. H. Dodd, 
Barnabas Lindars, and C. K. Barrett. In his book According to 
the Scriptures, first published in 1952, Dodd sets forth the biblical 


55 Ibid., 45—46. 56 See also ibid., 68. 
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testimonia used by the first Christians to articulate their theology." 
Lindars’ 1961 monograph, New Testament Apologetic, examines the 
stages of interpretation that ensued as each passage was used to answer 
various arguments against Christian precepts."" Both Dodd and Lindars 
contend that the New Testament writers were chiefly interested in 
theological concepts that could be gleaned from Israel's Scriptures 
and applied to the life and work of Jesus." Meanwhile, Barrett had 
already laid a foundation for understanding John's theology as the 
exposition of a comprehensive understanding of biblical themes such 
as redemption (John 1:29) and sanctification (John 7:37). Successive 
studies have built on this foundation by exploring how John develops 
the theology of Israel's Scriptures.^' 

I wish to experiment with a different approach. As John R. Donahue 
observes, “Biblical theology has always been the child of the marriage 
of reigning exegetical methods to theological questions of a given 
period." ^? This suggests that the enterprise of understanding the 


57 C. H. Dodd, According to the Scriptures: The Substructure of New Testament 
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theological interpretation of Israel’s Scriptures in the Fourth Gospel 
should begin with an accurate identification of the theological questions 
that prompted it and the exegetical methods that yielded it. The distil- 
lation of theological themes and typological patterns in order to develop 
various points of Christian doctrine reflects the exegetical methods 
and theological issues of modern scholarship, but not necessarily those 
of the Fourth Gospel. 


John’s theological questions 


Not one of the scholars who continue the work of Dodd and Barrett 
with respect to John’s Gospel presumes the central importance of the 
confession that Jesus is the Messiah. For John, however, this confes- 
sion is the primary theological issue. “Was Jesus the Christ? And how 
could he be the Christ, he who, in his (supposed) descent, conduct, and 
death on the cross in no respect conformed to what [John’s contempor- 
aries] pictured to themselves, or could picture to themselves, as the 
Messiah?"^? 

John certainly believes that Jesus is indeed the Messiah. He peppers 
his Gospel with declarations to that effect. In John 1:41, Andrew tells 
his brother Simon, “е have found the Messiah’ (which is translated 
Anointed)." In John 4:25-26, the Samaritan woman says, “‘I know 
that Messiah is coming’ (who is called Christ)." Jesus replies, “I am 
he, the one who is speaking to you." In John 11:27, Martha of Bethany 
confesses, "Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of 
God, the one coming into the world." Most significantly, Jesus’ messi- 
anic identity lies at the heart of John's stated purpose: “that you may 
believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God" (John 20:31). 

John uses two words for Messiah: Meooíag and xpiotóc. Meooiac 
is a Greek transliteration of the Hebrew rv, which means “anointed” — 
Хрістос in Greek. According to Israel's Scriptures, kings (1 Sam. 
16:1-13; 2 Sam. 5:3; 1 Kings 1:39; 2 Kings 11:12; 23:30), priests 
(Lev. 4:3, 5, 16; Ps. 133:2), and prophets (1 Kings 19:18) were anointed 
with oil to symbolize their consecration. For John, the term “Messiah” 
clearly has royal connotations.^* John’s Jesus is never explicitly por- 
trayed as an anointed priest. He is called a prophet, but only three 
times (John 4:19; 6:14; 9:17). Moreover, each of these acknowledg- 
ments precedes a more conclusive declaration: Jesus is “the Messiah” 


оз Ridderbos, Gospel According to John, 10. 
9 cf Juel, Messianic Exegesis, 9—11. 
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(4:25-26); the “Holy One of God” (6:69); the “Son of Man" (9:35-38). 
In contrast, John consistently portrays Jesus, the “anointed one,” as 
a king. He introduces royal imagery early in the narrative when 
Nathanael declares, “You are the King of Israel!” (John 1:49). Jesus’ 
kingship then comes to the fore as he enters Jerusalem and is tried and 
executed there. When he rides into town on a colt, a crowd hails 
him as “the King of Israel” (John 12:15). His trial before Pilate concerns 
whether he 15 “the King of the Jews” (18:33—38), it is as “the King of 
the Jews" that Pilate offers to release him (18:39), and it is as "King 
of the Jews" that the soldiers mock him (19:2—5). Finally, Jesus 
is placarded “King of the Jews” as he hangs on the cross (19:19). 

John's Jesus does not resemble the kind of royal Messiah expected 
by other Roman subjects — a Messiah who would defeat Israel's op- 
pressors and restore David's dynasty. Fourth Ezra, written ca. 100 C.E., 
foretells the advent of a Davidic Messiah who will condemn the 
Romans for their wickedness and save the remnant of Israel (4 Ezra 
12:31-34; cf. 7:28-29; 11:37-12:1; 13:3-13, 25-52; 14:9).56 More 
predictions come from the author of the Psalms of Solomon, who 
apparently survived Pompey's invasion of Jerusalem (Pss. Sol. 2:1, 2, 
26-29; 8:16-18; 17:12).°’ Psalms of Solomon 17 prophesies salvation 
from Gentile oppressors by a victorious king, a descendant of David 
(v. 21), the “Lord Messiah” (v. 32). Biblical prophecies about a Davidic 
king — sometimes an anointed king — are marshaled to help describe 
this Messiah. He will “smash the arrogance of sinners like a potter’s jar” 
and “shatter all their substance with an iron rod” (v. 23) as does the 
Lord's anointed in Ps. 2:9.° “He will strike the earth with the word of 
his mouth” (v. 36) like the shoot from Jesse’s stump prophesied in 
Isa. 11:4." 


55 Cf. ibid., 12-13. 

$6 The date of 4 Ezra is not widely disputed. See Bruce M. Metzger, “4 Ezra,” in OTP 
I:520. As Michael E. Stone observes, the function of the Messiah in 4 Ezra is judicial, not 
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67 Robert B. Wright, “Psalms of Solomon,” OTP П:641. 

68 All English translations from the Psalms of Solomon 17 are borrowed from Wright, 
as are the references to Israel’s Scriptures (OTP П:665—68). 

69 Other extant texts that refer to a royal deliverer but lack the word “Messiah” include 
Т. Jud. 24; 4QFlor; 4QpIsa* III, 11-25; and 1Q28b. They cite such passages as Num. 
24:17; 2 Sam. 7:10—14; Ps. 2:1; Ps. 45:4, 7; Isa. 11:1—5; and Amos 9:11. For an overview 
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Nothing in Ps. 2 or Isa. 11 — and nothing in other royal texts such as 
Num. 24:17, Jer. 33:14—16, and Zech. 6:12 — suggests that the Messiah 
will be executed by Gentiles. John must explain why Jesus, whom he 
claims is the Messiah, God's anointed king, meets his end on a Roman 
cross. The Fourth Gospel offers ample evidence that its implied author 
"searches the Scriptures" (John 5:39) for passages like Ps. 22:18 and 
Ps. 69:4, 9, 21 that support his belief. He then interprets them as 
messianic prophecies using exegetical techniques that were popular in 
his day.” 


John's exegetical techniques 


Biblical interpreters in John's day began with a fundamental assump- 
tion: a belief in the theological unity of the Scriptures. In her authorita- 
tive article on midrash, Renée Bloch describes their conviction: “The 
Bible . . . comes from God in all of its parts and it therefore offers a 
broad context to which one should always return." "^ She then summar- 
izes their exegetical approach: “[Their] goal [was] primarily practical: 
to define the lessons for faith and for the religious way of life contained 
in the biblical text.""^ Roger Le Déaut concurs: “Midrash . . . is first of 
all the response to the question: What does Scripture want to say for 
the life of today? And no effort is spared — even at the price of methods 
which are strange to us — to allow it to make its response." * 

Over the centuries, attempts have been made to classify the “strange 
methods” of ancient interpreters. One catalogue, listing seven exeget- 
ical techniques, is attributed to the Pharisee Hillel.” This catalogue 
terms the first technique gal vahomer (“light and heavy”). It describes 
a method by which a principle applicable in an inconsequential circum- 
stance can be transferred to a weightier situation. The second category, 


Qumran-Messianism: Studies on the Messianic Expectations in the Dead Sea Scrolls (ed. 
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? Cf. Nils A. Dahl, *The Johannine Church and History," in Current Issues in New 
Testament Interpretation (ed. William Klassen and Graydon F. Snyder; New York: 
Harper, 1962), 129-36. 
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gezerah shawah (“equivalent regulation”), shows how one text may be 
interpreted by means of a second if both texts share a word or phrase. 
Since the Bible “comes from God in all of its parts,” Scripture is used 
to interpret Scripture. ’° 

John’s exegetical techniques are similar to those of his contempora- 
ries. Frédéric Manns points out arguments of John’s Jesus that may be 
classified as examples of qal vahomer. In John 10:34—36, Jesus con- 
tends that since Ps. 82:6 declares that those who received the law were 
called “gods,” it is not blasphemy for God's sanctified emissary to 
call himself *God's Son.”’’ In the same vein, Jesus maintains in John 
7:22—23 that if it is legal to circumcise on the Sabbath, then it is also 
legal to heal on the Sabbath.” Additionally, the Evangelist's citation 
of both Ps. 118:25—26 and Zech. 9:9 in John 12:13-15 may be under- 
stood as the result of gezerah shawah. Psalm 118:26 invokes a blessing 
on “the one who comes (x22; 6 £pyópievoc) in the name of the Lord,” 
while Zech. 9:9 announces, “Lo, your king comes (Ni; ёруєтол) to 
you.” John apparently associates these passages because both contain 
the verb to come (кіз; £pyouon). ^ This technique of interpreting one 
passage in light of another using shared vocabulary offers ancient 
interpreters a way to impart messianic significance to a text that is not 
ostensibly about the Messiah. All that is needed is familiarity with 
accepted messianic texts that contain the necessary words. 


Messianic texts 


John’s implied author certainly seems to have been familiar with texts 
considered to be messianic prophecies by other first-century Jews. He 
applies several such texts to Jesus. One of the first is Isa. 11:1—16, a 
prophecy about a shoot from the stump of Jesse, a branch upon whom 
the spirit (tò xveOnx) of the Lord will rest (Gvanabcetat). This 
prophecy is used to describe the Messiah in 4QFlor 1-3 I, 11; 4QpIsa* 
8-10 Ш, 11-25; 1Q28b У, 24—46; 1 Enoch 49:3; 62:3; T. Levi 18:5, 7; 
and Pss. Sol. 17:36-37.°° In the Fourth Gospel, John the Baptist 


76 Bloch, “Midrash,” 32. 
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75 Ibid., 532-33. 
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passages in consecutive sentences. 
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testifies, “I saw the Spirit (tò nveðua) descending from heaven like a 
dove, and it remained (ёрє1уєу) on him" (1:32: cf. Matt. 3:16). John 
the Baptist's testimony indicates that Jesus is the Messiah foretold in 
Isa. 11:2. 

Later in the Gospel, some of the people ask, “Surely the Messiah 
does not come from Galilee, does he? Has not the scripture said that the 
Messiah is descended from David (ёк to слёрратос Aavid) and 
comes from Bethlehem, the village where David lived?" (7:42). Here 
is an apparent reference to God's promise to David in 2 Sam. 7:12, 
“I will raise up your offspring (tò oméppa) after you, who shall 
come forth from your body, and I will establish his kingdom." The 
Evangelist also seems to allude to Mic. 5:2: “But you, O Bethlehem of 
Ephrathah, . . . from you shall come forth for me one who is to rule in 
Israel.""' Evidence indicates that both of these texts were regarded as 
messianic prophecies. For example, Qumran exegetes composed a 
midrash on 2 Sam. 7:10—14 in which they identified David's offspring 
as the eschatological “branch of David" (4QFlor 1—3 I, 11—12). In Matt. 
2:3-6, the chief priests and scribes quote Mic. 5:2 to show King 
Herod that the Messiah will be born in Bethlehem. In John 7:42, John 
apparently alludes to familiar messianic prophecies to indicate that 
Jesus' origins do not conform to the people's expectations. 

Finally, John uses Ps. 89 to show that Jesus' death does not con- 
form to the people's expectations, either. Psalm 89 was composed in 
response to 2 Sam. 7:10—14, first describing God's faithfulness to 
David (vv. 1-37), whom God has “anointed (vnng; £ypioo)" with 
holy oil (v. 20), and then lamenting his dynasty's decline (vv. 38—51). 
The argument of John 12:34 presumes that this psalm, like 2 Sam. 
7:10—14, was regarded as a messianic prophecy. Here the crowd states, 
“We have heard from the law that the Messiah remains forever (6 
Хрістос pévet Eig TOV оіфуо).” They allude to Ps. 89:36, “His seed 
remains forever (tò onéppa adtod siç tò aiva pievet). "^ (Note that 
their question implicitly affirms that “the seed” of Ps. 89:36 — and 2 
Sam. 7:14 — is understood to be the Christ.**) Because of this prophecy, 
the crowd does not expect the Messiah to be lifted up (that is, cruci- 
fied). Ironically, Jesus later assures his disciples that he will indeed 
remain with them (John 15:4—5). John affirms that the Messiah will 
remain forever, but only after he is lifted up. 


Sl Juel, Messianic Exegesis, 77. 
82 LXX Ps. 88:37; my translation. 
s3 Juel, Messianic Exegesis, 107-8. 
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Messianic exegesis 


John not only alludes to texts considered messianic in first-century 
Jewish circles; he also echoes texts about suffering individuals identi- 
fied as messianic by other early Christian exegetes. Among these are 
Pss 22 and 69. Juel shows how both of these psalms can be interpreted 
in light of Ps. 89 on the basis of shared vocabulary. Psalm 89 refers to 
David as God's "servant (727; 600A06)" (vv. 3, 20, 39). As it mourns 
the decline of David's dynasty, the psalm declares, “He has become 
the scorn (770 mu; éyevnOn óveióoc) of his neighbors" (Ps. 89:41). 
Juel points out several factors that connect Pss 22 and 69 with Ps. 89. 
For one, all three have to do with David. Psalms 22 and 69 are psalms of 
David, and Ps. 89 is all about David. Like Ps. 89, Ps. 69 concerns a 
“servant (Tay; mats)” (v. 17). In addition, both Pss 22 and 69 feature 
the noun 757, translated in Greek either as буғлӧос̧ or óveiótopóc. ^ 
In Ps. 22:6, the petitioner is “scorned by others (07% naig; övertog 
åvðpónov)”; in Ps. 69:7, 9-10, 19-20, he has received "insults (nen; 
óvelOtcpuóc)." Because of these similarities, first-century exegetes 
could argue that the sufferers of Pss 22 and 69 can be identified with 
the Messiah of Ps. 89. 

John applies both of these laments to Jesus. He agrees with the 
Synoptic Evangelists in his passion narrative by quoting Ps. 22:18 in 
John 19:24, thus indicating that the crucified Jesus is the suffering 
Messiah whose clothes are divided.* He also agrees with the Synoptic 
Evangelists when he alludes to Ps. 69:21 in John 19:29-30, thereby 
portraying the crucified Jesus as the suffering Messiah who is given 
sour wine to drink."^ John cites Ps. 69:9 in his temple-cleansing account 
(John 2:17). The Jesus who rampages in the temple reveals himself 
as the zealous Messiah of Ps. 69. Psalm 69 is quoted one other time in 
the Fourth Gospel, this time to describe the world's response to the 
Messiah. In John 15:25, Jesus uses Ps. 69:4 to explain, “They hated me 
without a cause." 

John's references to Pss 22 and 69 can therefore be understood as 
the fruit of messianic exegesis, evidence of an interpretive tradition 
inherited by the Fourth Evangelist. Belief that Jesus is the Messiah 
inspires recognition of shared vocabulary between a royal psalm 


84 Tbid., 110-11. 

35 Cf. Mark 15:24; Matt. 27:35; Luke 23:34. 
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(Ps. 89) and laments that can describe how Jesus lived and died (Pss 22 
and 69). The Fourth Evangelist evokes all three of these texts in his 
narrative, relying on Israel’s Scriptures to understand a crucified 
Messiah and to explain his rejection. 

It is my contention that John evokes Jer. 33:10—11, Gen. 29:1-20, 
and the Song of Songs in a similar fashion. These passages can be 
linked to a messianic psalm, Ps. 45, on the basis of shared vocabulary. 
John’s implied author either makes these connections himself or in- 
herits this tradition of messianic exegesis, and then uses the prophecies 
to illustrate how Jesus lived and died. His voice is heard in Judea, he 
meets a woman at a well, he is perfumed with nard, and he becomes the 
object of a woman’s nocturnal search. 


Identifying and interpreting John’s allusions 


In the following chapters, I incorporate Hays’ guidelines into a three- 
part process for investigating John’s allusions to Israel’s Scriptures. The 
first part uses evidence from the Gospel text to explore how its implied 
author alludes to certain passages and how those allusions enhance his 
narrative. It begins with identifying allusions using the criteria of 
correspondence, rhetorical emphasis, and recurrence. (The availability 
of Israel’s Scriptures is assumed, and the history of interpretation is 
considered throughout the process.) Particular attention is paid to the 
frequency of corresponding features between the originating and pre- 
cursor texts. Instances of dissonance are also noted. Then, once an 
allusion is identified, its thematic coherence with John’s narrative can 
be described. Corresponding details (both stated and unstated) are 
studied in order to determine how they enhance the Gospel’s settings, 
characters, plot, ironies, themes, motifs, symbols (including representa- 
tive figures), and metaphors. Chapter 3 performs these tasks for allu- 
sions in John 3:22-30 and 4:4—42, while Chapter 4 deals with John 
12:3 and 20:1-18. 

Chapter 5 presents the second part of the process, which concerns 
the suitability of the proposed allusions for John's implied author and 
involves the criterion of prominence. The significance of the evoked 
texts for John's implied author is investigated. Specifically, evidence 
for messianic significance either inherited or invented by that author is 
presented in accordance with Juel's concept of messianic exegesis. 

The third part, in Chapter 6, considers the impact of John's allusions 
on audiences other than the implied audience. Because this part 
employs the tests of historical plausibility and satisfaction, it involves 
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constructs of historical author and historical audiences with special 
attention to their exegetical traditions. A reconstruction of the original 
audience is offered, and their possible understanding of John’s allusions 
is explored. The potential perspective of a contemporary audience is 
then taken into account. In the end, we want some sense of whether our 
exegetical method, married to our theological questions, has produced a 
satisfactory interpretation. 


3 


THE REVELATION OF THE 
BRIDEGROOM-MESSIAH: ALLUSIONS TO 
JEREMIAH 33:10-11 AND GENESIS 29:1-20 


The Fourth Evangelist’s first concern is to introduce Jesus. His opening 
chapters involve both explaining who Jesus is and describing how 
people respond to him.' The prologue (1:1-18) sets this two-part 
agenda. It begins by identifying Jesus as "the Word" (1:1, 14) and 
"the light" (1:4—9). It then turns to the messianic designation "Christ" 
(1:17), but not before characterizing human response to Jesus: 


He was in the world, and the world came into being through 
him; yet the world did not know him. He came to what was his 
own, and his own people did not accept him. But to all who 
received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to 
become children of God, who were born, not of blood or of 
the will of the flesh or of the will of man, but of God. And the 
Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his 
glory, the glory as of [the Father's only Son], full of grace and 
truth. (1:10-14) 


Subsequent stories follow the agenda set in the prologue. When Jesus 
appears on the scene in 1:29—51, John adds further revelations of his 
identity and begins to describe his encounters with various people. 
Initially, the response to Jesus is quite positive. People begin to recog- 
nize that he is the Messiah. John the Baptist confesses, "I am not the 
Messiah" (1:20), and then goes on to suggest that Jesus is (1:26—34). 
The Baptist's disciple Andrew tells his brother Simon, “We have found 
the Messiah" (1:41). Finally, Nathanael confesses, “You are the Son of 
God! You are the King of Israel!" (1:49). 


! See also Barnabas Lindars, The Gospel of John (NCB 43; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1972), 123; Culpepper, Anatomy, 89—90. 

The reading in brackets is given as an alternate to the NRSV’s translation of 
uovoyevoüg map& matpdc. Use of the definite article should be preferred, given the 
Gospel’s dominant concern with “the Father" (cf. 1:18). John's Jesus emanates the glory 
of the Messiah, the Son of God — not that of a father's only son. 
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The agenda of revelation and response continues immediately after 
Nathanael’s confession with John 2:1—11, where Jesus and his disciples 
attend a wedding in Cana. When the wine runs out, Jesus miraculously 
transforms more than one hundred gallons of water to replenish the 
supply. John reports that “this, the first of his signs . . . revealed his 
glory, and his disciples believed in him" (2:11). As explained in John 
1:10—13, Jesus comes to his own people and his disciples believe in 
his name. His first sign reveals his glory — glory as of the Father's only 
Son, as anticipated in John 1:14." In some way, Jesus’ transformation 
of water into wine demonstrates that he is indeed the Messiah." 

The text does not explicitly state why this particular sign indicates 
Jesus’ messianic identity, however." John apparently assumes that his 
audience will make the connection, perhaps based on some traditional 
association between the Messiah and wine.^ Such an association is 
provided by two biblical prophecies. One of these, Jacob's blessing 
for Judah at the end of Genesis (49:10—12), features Judah's royal 
descendant clothed with a wine-soaked garment: 


The scepter shall not depart from Judah, 

nor the ruler's staff from between his feet, 
until tribute comes to him; 

and the obedience of the peoples is his. 
Binding his foal to the vine 

and his donkey's colt to the choice vine, 
he washes his garments in wine 

and his robe in the blood of the grapes; 
his eyes are darker than wine, 

and his teeth whiter than milk.’ 


3 See also Marie-Joseph Lagrange, L'Évangile selon S. Jean (3rd edn; Ebib; Paris: 
Gabalda, 1927), 60; Hoskyns, Fourth Gospel, 199; Lindars, Gospel of John, 132. 

4 For a history of interpretation of John 2:1—12, see Ignace de la Potterie, Mary in the 
Mystery of the Covenant (trans. Bertrand Buby; New York: Alba, 1992), 161—63. My 
opinion about the story's central message is shared by Raymond E. Brown, who wisely 
points out that it does not emphasize the wine as a replacement for ritual water, Mary's 
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Jesus' glory (John I-XII, 103—4). See also Lagrange, Évangile selon S. Jean, 60; Rudolf 
Schnackenburg, The Gospel According to St. John (trans. Kevin Smyth et al.; New York: 
Herder & Herder, 1968-75), 1:323, 337; Raymond Collins, “Cana (John 2:1—12): The First 
of His Signs or the Key to His Signs?" in These Things Have Been Written, 162; repr. from 
ITQ 47 (1980): 79-95; Hengel, “Wine Miracle," 87; La Potterie, Mary, 192—93. 

? See also Hengel, “Wine Miracle," 87. 

5 See also La Potterie, Mary, 193. 

? NRSV. The LXX of v. 10 is slightly different, but this does not change how the 
prophecy associates the Messiah with wine. 
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More significantly, the final oracle in Amos (9:11, 13-14) links 
the restoration of the Davidic king with an eschatological abundance 
of wine: 


On that day I will raise up 
the booth of David that is fallen, 
and repair its breaches, 
and raise up its ruins, 
and rebuild it as in the days of old... 
The time is surely coming, says the Lorp, 
when the one who plows shall overtake the one who reaps, 
and the treader of grapes the one who sows the seed; 
the mountains shall drip sweet wine, 
and all the hills shall flow with it. 
I will restore the fortunes of my people Israel, 
and they shall rebuild the ruined cities and inhabit them; 
they shall plant vineyards and drink their wine, 
and they shall make gardens and eat their fruit." 


The idea that the Messiah's advent is accompanied by an abundance 
of wine finds further support in 2 Baruch (written ca. 100—120): 


And it will happen that when all that which should come to 
pass in these parts has been accomplished, the Anointed One 
will begin to be revealed . . . The earth will also yield fruits ten 
thousandfold. And on one vine will be a thousand branches, 
and one branch will produce a thousand clusters, and one 
cluster will produce a thousand grapes, and one grape will 
produce a cor of wine. (2 Bar. 29:3, 5-6» 


Those who minted coins during the Jewish War (64—73) also apparently 
believed in this tradition. The vine was a common motif, symbolizing 
the messianic expectations of the revolutionaries. ° 


$ Several commentators also cite passages like Hos. 2:19—20; 14:7; Isa. 25:6-8; 
Jer. 2:2; 31:12 (see, e.g., Brown, John I-XII, 105; Francis J. Moloney, The Gospel of 
John [SP 4; Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical Press, 1998], 66). Whereas these prophecies 
refer to an eschatological abundance of wine, they do not explicitly mention the Messiah. 
Unless they are interpreted in light of prophecies that do mention the Messiah, they 
provide no precedent for associating the Messiah with wine. 

? Trans. А. F. J. Klijn, “(Syriac Apocalypse of) Baruch,” in OTP 1:630. See Collins, 
“Cana,” 174, n. 44. 

10 Hengel, Wine Miracle, 132—35; Ya'akov Meshorer, Jewish Coins of the Second 
Temple Period (Tel Aviv: Am Hassefer, 1967), 154—69, Plates XIX-XXVIII. 
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It is not at all clear that 2 Baruch and the vine motif on Jewish coins 
were familiar to John’s implied author. Nevertheless, they do indicate 
that at least some of his contemporaries associated the advent of the 
Messiah with abundant wine. This lends support to the idea that John 
makes the same connection. Jesus’ miraculous provision of six large 
jars of wine in John 2:1-12 most likely fulfills messianic expectations 
based on Gen. 49:10—12 and Amos 9:11, 13—14. In this way, it confirms 
that Jesus is in fact the prophesied Messiah — as previously claimed 
by John the Baptist, Andrew, and Nathanael (John 1:34, 41, and 49). 

In showing that Jesus provides the wine for a wedding celebration, 
John is also able to hint that the Messiah is a bridegroom — a concept 
that receives more attention in John 3:29. The hint comes by way of 
irony. Jesus' disciples presumably know the source of the new wine 
supply (2:11), as do the servants who drew the water (2:9). John's 
audience, having observed the entire process, is also in on the secret. 
In contrast, the steward of the feast remains blissfully ignorant. John 
exploits this ironic situation by reporting the steward's compliments 
to the bridegroom: “Everyone serves the good wine first, and then the 
inferior wine after the guests have become drunk. But you have kept 
the good wine until now" (2:10). John's audience realizes that the 
steward ought to acknowledge, not their host, but Jesus. Indeed, he 
has acknowledged Jesus without realizing it. As Duke observes, 
"Readers accustomed to thinking of Jesus as bridegroom (from . . . 
previous readings of 3:29) will know that though the steward addres- 
ses the wrong man, he is quite right to praise the bridegroom.”'* John 
hints that the Messiah who provides an abundance of good wine is a 
bridegroom. 13 

It should be noted that, at this stage in the story, John offers no more 
than a hint. There is very little evidence to sustain interpretations that 


11 See also Brown, John I-XII, 105; Schnackenburg, Gospel According to St. John, 
1:338; George W. MacRae, Invitation to John: A Commentary on the Gospel of John with 
Complete Text from the Jerusalem Bible (Garden City: Doubleday, 1978), 48; Collins, 
“Сапа,” 172-73; Hengel, “Wine Miracle," 100—101; Ronald J. Feenstra, “Hills Flowing 
with Wine: A Meditation on John 2:1-11,” Reformed Journal 38, no. 4 (April 1988): 9-10. 

12 Duke, Irony, 83-84. See also Alfred Plummer, The Gospel According to S. John 
(CGTSC; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1892), 86; Winandy, “Cantique et le 
NT,” 170; La Potterie, Mary, 177, 198. Augustine reaches a similar conclusion (Tract. Ev. 
Jo. 9.2, in NPNF 1 7:63). In contrast, Ridderbos detects no such hint (Gospel According to 
John, 109). 

13 See also Collins, *Cana," 173-74; Staley, Print's First Kiss, 90, 101 n. 35; cf. 
Schneiders, Revelatory Text, 187; Stibbe, John, 46, 61; Fehribach, Women in the Life of 
the Bridegroom, 30—31. 
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take the Cana story for a messianic wedding celebration.'* The messianic 
bridegroom is not clearly identified, and his bride is not yet introduced. 
Their wedding banquet is never described, either here or elsewhere in the 
Gospel. As Staley points out, John 2:1-11 gives very little away.'” 


“The bridegroom’s voice” 


Shortly after the steward at Cana unwittingly hints that Jesus is a bride- 
groom, a reliable witness — John the Baptist — intentionally implies it:'° 


No one can receive anything except what has been given from 
heaven. You yourselves are my witnesses that I said, “I am not 
the Messiah, but I have been sent ahead of him.” He who has 
the bride is the bridegroom. The friend of the bridegroom, who 
stands and hears him, rejoices greatly at the bridegroom’s 
voice. For this reason my joy has been fulfilled. He must 
increase, but I must decrease. (John 3:28-30) 


This enigmatic saying raises several questions. Why does John sud- 
denly liken Jesus to a bridegroom? Who is “the bride,” and how does 
Jesus “have” her? What is meant by “the friend of the bridegroom”? 
Why does John mention “the bridegroom’s voice” when the passage 
never indicates that Jesus is speaking? 

Several scholars suggest that John is using a metaphor for the spirit- 
ual marriage between God and God’s people — a metaphor based on 
prophecies such as Hos. 1—3; Jer. 2:2; Isa. 61:10; and the Song of Songs 
interpreted allegorically.'’ This would account for the reference to 


^ Alfred F. Loisy (Le quatrieme Évangile: Les épitres dites de Jean (Paris: Picard, 
1906], 283) and Braun (Jean le théologien 3.1, 81) argue that, together with John 3:29, the 
Cana story symbolizes the new covenant, the marriage of the Messiah and his people, that 
supersedes the Jewish rites of purification mentioned in John 2:3. Several other commen- 
tators contend that John 2:1—12 foreshadows the eschatological wedding banquet proph- 
esied in passages like Isa. 25:6-8 and Matt. 22:1-14 — see, e.g., Plummer, Gospel 
According to S. John, 86; Bauer, Johannes-Evangelium, 47; R. H. Lightfoot, St. John's 
Gospel: A Commentary (ed. C. F. Evans; Oxford: Clarendon, 1956), 100; Sanders, 
Commentary, 114; Lindars, Gospel of John, 123-33. According to Adolf Smitmans, 
Hippolytus was one of the first to propound this interpretation (Das Weinwunder von 
Kana: Die Auslegung von Jo 2,1-11 bei den Vätern und heute [BGBE 6; Tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 1966], 207—17; see Hippolytus, Eic tò сро, Frag. 17). 

15 Staley, Print’s First Kiss, 90. 

16 See also Marsh, Saint John, 196. 

17 See, e.g., B. F. Westcott, The Gospel According to St. John (London: Murray, 1892), 
129; Plummer, Gospel According to S. John, 102; Loisy, Quatrieme Évangile, 338; 
Joachim Jeremias, Jesus als Weltvollender (BFCT 33, no. 4; Gütersloh: Bertelsmann, 
1930), 22-32; Hoskyns, Fourth Gospel, 249; Bauer, Johannes-Evangelium, 63; 
C. К. Barrett, The Gospel According to St. John (London: SPCK, 1955), 185-86; 
Boismard, “Ami de l'époux," 291; Brown, John I-XII, 156; Marsh, Saint John, 196. 
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marriage in general, and mention of the bridegroom and bride in 
particular. It would even explain why John the Baptist, the Messiah's 
forerunner, styles himself as the bridegroom's friend. Still, it cannot be 
claimed that John's implied author bases his references to marriage 
on the metaphor in these passages, since he never betrays knowledge of 
its existence." Moreover, the metaphor delineates no role for “the 
bridegroom's voice." 

This last difficulty is often solved with reference to an interpret- 
ation made popular by Joachim Jeremias. In his ТҮРТ article “viudn, 
vopdtoc,” Jeremias stresses that a Jewish bridegroom's friend (payiv) 
was responsible for conducting him to the bridal chamber and, upon 
the consummation of the marriage, displaying the tokens of the bride's 
virginity. In the same way, he contends, John the Baptist joyfully 
presents a purified people to the Messiah." It seems unlikely that 
the Fourth Evangelist meant to convey this notion, however, as he does 
not otherwise emphasize the responsibilities of “the friend of the 
bridegroom." Indeed, the Gospel pays only a little attention to John 
the Baptist's role in preparing people for the coming of the Messiah 
(1:23). Much more stress is laid on his function as a witness to 
Jesus (1:7-8, 26—27, 29-36). A more convincing solution must be 
sought. 

Feuillet and Cambe offer one that accounts for the distinctive 
phrasing of the Baptist’s saying: “the bride (тўу voudnv),” “the bride- 
groom (vupdios),” “the friend of the bridegroom (6 díXog то? 
vopdiov),” and “the bridegroom's voice (ттүу фоутуүу tod vundiov)” 
are mentioned because the saying alludes to the Scriptures. They sug- 
gest several possible evoked texts. Especially compelling for Cambe 
and Feuillet are the similarities between John 3:29 and the Song of 
Songs. Both observe a connection to Song 2:8-14 and 5:2-6, two 
passages that describe a joyful response to the voice of the beloved. ^ 
The former passage begins with the bride’s exclamation, “The voice of 
my beloved!” (Song 2:8). He leaps over the mountains, looks into 
her window, and beckons her to “arise, . . . and come away” (Song 


18 As to whether John's original author and audience might have known this metaphor, 
see below, pp. 132—34, 142. 

19 Jeremias, “убифт, уоифіос,” in TDNT, IV:1101. 

20 Feuillet, “Symbolisme de la colombe,” 540; “Cantique et l’ Apocalypse,” 334, n. 8; 
“Recherche du Christ,” 106; Mystere de l'amour divin, 231; and Jesus and His Mother, 
12; Cambe, “Influence du Cantique,” 13. 
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2:10, 13). In the latter passage, he begs, “Open to me, my sister, my 
love” (Song 5:2). Her response: “My soul failed me when he spoke” 
(Song 5:6). 

An allusion to either of these passages is not likely, however. The 
only verbal parallel is the word “voice (фоуң),” found in John 3:29, 
Song 2:8, and Song 5:2. Moreover, circumstantial correspondence is 
somewhat inexact. Whereas the Song’s joyful response comes from the 
bride (2:8; 5:5-6), the Gospel’s emanates from the bridegroom's friend. 

Stronger parallels link John 3:29 with Song 8:13: 


O you who dwell in the gardens, 
my companions are listening for your voice; 
let me hear it." 


Cambe explores these parallels in some detail. He acknowledges 
that the MT uses a female second-person pronoun to indicate the 
garden dweller (nawia) whose voice (171?) is desired, thus rendering 
it an unlikely candidate for an evoked text. The LXX offers a better 
possibility. Here, the garden dweller (6 кхӨђиєуос̧) is a man.” 

Cambe asserts that, in echoing Song 8:13, John likens Jesus to this 
man. “The bridegroom's voice (trjv фшоутүу tod уоифїоо)” in John 
3:29 belongs to the Song’s lover (th фоуҢ cov). In addition, John’s 
“friend of the bridegroom (6 фїЛос toO vvupiov)” then assumes the 
role of the Song’s “companions (étaipou).” John the Baptist hears the 
voice of the bridegroom-Messiah, and his joy is fulfilled.” 

These parallels are intriguing. Nevertheless, the proposed allusion 
to Song 8:13 is relatively weak. Verbal correspondence between John 
3:29 and Song 8:13 consists of only two words: the noun фоуў and the 
verb йкобо. Circumstantial correspondence strengthens the first verbal 
parallel: John 3:29 features the bridegroom's voice just as Song 8:13 


?! Feuillet, “Symbolisme de la colombe,” 540; “Cantique et 1’ Apocalypse,” 334, n. 8; 
“Recherche du Christ," 106; Mystere de l'amour divin, 231; and Jesus and His Mother, 
12; Cambe, "Influence du Cantique," 15. 

22 Cambe, “Influence du Cantique," 15. See also Joüon, Cantique des cantiques, 331— 
32; Winandy, “Cantique et le NT," 167; Braun, Jean le théologien 3.1, 101—2; Feuillet, 
Mystere de l'amour divin, 231. 

25 Cambe, "Influence du Cantique," 15. See also Joüon, Cantique des cantiques, 331— 
32; Feuillet, “Recherche du Christ," 106; Mystere de l'amour divin, 231; and Jesus and His 
Mother, 12; Braun, Jean le théologien 3.1, 93, 99-103. Winandy attributes the allusion, 
not to an association of Jesus with the Song's bridegroom, but to an association of joy with 
marriage (“Cantique et le NT," 171—72). He argues that John 3:29 mentions marriage, not 
in order to develop a metaphor associating Jesus with a bridegroom, but in order to 
illustrate John the Baptist's joy. I agree with Winandy, but I think it is still necessary to 
explain why John refers to marriage and not to some other joyful occasion. 
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refers to the voice of the Song’s lover. The subject of the verb Gxova, 
however, does not match. In John 3:29, the bridegroom’s friend hears 
him (ó фіЛос̧.. . Gkov@v обто?). In Song 8:13, йкобо appears in the 
imperative mood. The subject is the bridegroom, and the object is the 
bride (йкобтісбу pue). The more exact parallel to the listening friend 
in John 3:29 is not a verbal parallel with the bride who wishes to hear, 
but rather a circumstantial parallel with the listening companions 
(&тоїро1 лросёҳоутес).2“ 

This instance of circumstantial correspondence does offer some 
reinforcement to the tenuous verbal link provided by the noun dwvn. 
Circumstantial correspondence also includes the presence of a bride. 
She is the presumed speaker of LXX Song 8:13, and according to John 
3:29 the bridegroom has her. Nevertheless, the correspondence ends 
here. John 3:22-30 says nothing about dwelling in the gardens or a 
bride who hears. It refers to a comrade but does not reiterate the word 
étatpot. If John echoes Song 8:13, he echoes опу one phrase: &тоїрот 
MPOOEXOVTES TH pov oov. 

Verbal correspondence between John 3:29 and some of Jeremiah’s 
prophecies is somewhat more compelling. As Cambe points out, Jere- 
miah explicitly mentions “the voice of the bride and the voice of the 
bridegroom.” In Jer. 7:32—34, 16:9, and 25:10, as well as in Bar. 2:23, 
these voices cease when the Lord destroys Jerusalem and the neighboring 
cities of Judah: 


Therefore, the days are surely coming, says the Lorp, when it 
will no more be called Topheth, or the valley of the son of 
Hinnom, but the valley of Slaughter: for they will bury in 
Topheth until there is no more room. The corpses of this people 
will be food for the birds of the air, and for the animals of the 
earth; and no one will frighten them away. And I will bring to an 
end the sound of mirth and gladness, the voice of the bride and 
bridegroom in the cities of Judah and the streets of Jerusalem; 
for the land shall become a waste. (Jer. 7:32-34) 


For thus says the Lord of hosts, the God of Israel: I am going 
to banish from this place, in your days and before your eyes, 
the voice of mirth and the voice of gladness, the voice of the 
bridegroom and the voice of the bride. (Jer. 16:9) 


24 Indeed, Winandy recognizes only one common word: фоућ (“Cantique et le NT,” 


172). 
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And I will banish from them the sound of mirth and the sound 

of gladness, the voice of the bridegroom and the voice of the 

bride, the sound of the millstones and the light of the lamp. 
(Jer. 25:10) 


I will make to cease from the towns of Judah and from the 
region around Jerusalem the voice of mirth and the voice of 
gladness, the voice of the bridegroom and the voice of the bride, 
and the whole land will be a desolation without inhabitants. 
(Bar. 2:23) 


In Jer. 33:10—11, they resume at the restoration: 


Thus says the Lorn: In this place of which you say, “It is a waste 
without human beings or animals,” in the towns of Judah and 
the streets of Jerusalem that are desolate, without inhabitants, 
human or animal, there shall once more be heard the voice of 
mirth and the voice of gladness, the voice of the bridegroom and 
the voice of the bride, the voices of those who sing, as they bring 
thank offerings to the house of the Lonp: 


“Give thanks to the Lorp of hosts, 
for the Lord is good, 
for his steadfast love endures forever!” 


For I will restore the fortunes of the land as at first, says 
the Lorp. 


The prophet uses these voices to symbolize God’s favor towards his 
people.” 

The Fourth Gospel reiterates important terms from these prophecies. 
John 3:29 mentions “the bridegroom's voice (тђу фоуђу cob 
уоифіоо)” while Jeremiah refers to “the voice of the bridegroom 
(фоуђ vupóíov)." The only difference is that John has the definite 
article. ^^ Furthermore, a bride is mentioned in all six texts: “the voice 
of the bride (фоуђ vbudys)” in Jeremiah and Baruch and “he who has 
the bride (6 £yov ттүу уоифту)” in the Fourth Gospel. 

The fact that both John and Jeremiah mention “the bridegroom's 
voice" and “the bride" is significant. For one thing, the phrase “the 


25 Cambe, “Influence du Cantique,” 14; cf. also Bernard, Critical and Exegetical Com- 
mentary, 1:31; Jeremias, Jesus als Weltvollender, 28—29; Bauer, Johannes-Evangelium, 63; 
Winandy, “Cantique et le NT," 168; Hengel, “Wine Miracle," 101—2; Zimmermann and 
Zimmermann, “Freund des Bráutigams," 126. 

26 No extant Greek manuscript of Jeremiah includes it. 
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bridegroom's voice" is somewhat dissonant, as John 3:22-30 never 
mentions that Jesus is speaking or that John the Baptist is listening to 
him. It signals the possibility of an allusion — of necessity, an allusion 
to Jeremiah, as the phrase is found nowhere else in the LXX. An 
audience familiar with Scripture might think first of Jeremiah upon 
hearing “tv $ovr|v toO уоифіоо.” For another thing, the explicit 
terms “bride” and “bridegroom” forge a stronger connection to Jere- 
miah’s prophecies than to the Song of Songs. While these terms are 
central to John the Baptist’s saying as well as to Jer. 7:34; 16:9; 25:10; 
33:11 and Bar. 2:23, they are only implicit in Song 8:13. 

A third instance of verbal and circumstantial correspondence links 
John 3:22-30 more specifically with Jer. 7:34 and 33:10—11. Jeremiah's 
prophecies concern “the towns of Judah (ёк tóAsov Iovda; év nóAgow 
Jova)” (Jer. 7:34; 33:10), and John's Jesus is baptizing in “the Judean 
countryside (єїс trv "Iovóatav yv)” (John 3:22). All three of these 
passages thus feature the voice of a bridegroom and the presence of 
a bride in the region around Jerusalem. 

John 3:22-30 is not similar to Jer. 7:34 — or its counterparts, Jer. 16:9; 
25:10; Bar. 2:23 — in any other respect. John the Baptist celebrates the 
presence of the bridegroom and the bride. People are flocking to Judea 
to be baptized by Jesus, causing John the Baptist to rejoice because his 
joy has been fulfilled. Jeremiah 7:34, on the other hand, warns of the 
impending absence of bridegroom and bride. The land will become a 
waste, and the voices of mirth and gladness will cease. 

Circumstantial and verbal correspondence with Jer. 33:10—11 is 
much stronger. In addition to the three instances already noted, two 
more parallels link this prophecy to John the Baptist's bridegroom 
saying. First, the verb йкобо appears in both passages. According to 
Jer. 33:10, the celebrating voices “shall once more be heard (ёт 
ükovc0fjceto)."" According to John the Baptist, the friend of the 
bridegroom “stands and hears him (йкобоу офтоб). 

The second additional parallel concerns the festive atmosphere. John 
the Baptist rejoices in John 3:29, while the voices of mirth and gladness 
return with the bridegroom and the bride in Jer. 33:10—11. John estab- 
lishes a close, though not exact, verbal parallel between the Baptist's 
saying and Jeremiah's prophecy. Jeremiah speaks of "the voice of 
mirth and the voice of gladness (фоутү e£bbpooovng xoi фоут| 


27 Again, the passage reckoned as Jer. 33:1—13 in the MT as well as in the NRSV 
appears at Jer. 40:1-13 in the LXX. The word Тооба is spelled without diacritical marks. 
8 One witness (Х ) reads “ett akovoste.” 


56 The Bridegroom Messiah and the People of God 


харросоутс),” while John the Baptist “rejoices greatly (yap& 
yaiper)” so that his “јоу (ў xopà) has been fulfilled." The noun xoa, 
the verb yaipw, and the adjective yoppuóovvogc share the same root. 
John the Baptist's rejoicing can be understood as a reference to the 
oov) Харросоутс of Jer. 33:11." 

In summary, six instances of verbal and circumstantial correspond- 
ence link John 3:22—30 with Jer. 33:10—11. First, both locate the action 
in “Judea (Jovéata)” or “Judah (lovda).” Second, both feature the 
unusual phrase “the bridegroom’s voice (ттүу фоутүу Tod vvupiov; 
povi уонфїою).” Third, both depict the bridegroom in the company 
of a “bride (vópóm)." Fourth, both celebrate the presence of the matri- 
monial couple (as opposed to Jer. 7:34; 16:9; 25:10; and Bar. 2:23, 
which foretell their absence). Fifth, both state that someone hears 
(Gob) the bridegroom's voice. Sixth, both associate the bridegroom 
with “joy (xo po)" and “gladness (xappóovvoc)." Song of Songs 8:13, 
on the other hand, displays only three corresponding features: a man's 
“voice (dw@vn),” listening friends, and the presence of a bride. An 
allusion to Jer. 33:10—11 seems much more probable than an allusion 
to Song 8:13. 

The similarities between John 3:22-30 and Jer. 33:10—11 serve as a 
starting point for interpretation. John reiterates important words from 
Jeremiah's prophecy in order to indicate its fulfillment. According to 
Jeremiah, the voice of the bridegroom will once more be heard in the 
towns of Judah. The passive verb, however, does not specify who will 
do the hearing. "^ According to the Fourth Gospel, it is John the Baptist. 
He hears the voice of the bridegroom, Jesus, who is baptizing in the 
countryside of Judea. 

In addition, John uses two elements of the prophecy to illustrate two 
themes of his own story about Jesus. The following interpretation will 
discuss each in turn. First, John builds on the theme of marriage 
introduced in John 2:1-11 by identifying Jesus as Jeremiah's bride- 
groom and by mentioning a bride. Second, John the Baptist becomes the 
first character in this Gospel who rejoices because of Jesus. John 3:22- 
30 thus adds to the account of Jesus’ revelation and human response by 
portraying Jesus as a bridegroom-Messiah and delineating the role of 
John the Baptist. The Messiah's voice, heard by his friend John the 
Baptist, causes him to rejoice — as prophesied in Jeremiah 33:10-11. 


29 One codex (A) attests a variant reading: “фоут yappovys.” The possibility that 
John knew this reading does not detract from my point. 

30 The variant ett akovoste attested by N' is equally ambiguous, but less apt to be 
understood as a prophecy about John the Baptist. 
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The bridegroom and the bride 


John the Baptist’s saying portrays Jesus as both Messiah and bride- 
groom. In his answer to his disciples’ observation that “all are going to 
[Jesus]" (v. 27), John the Baptist implies that Jesus is the Messiah. ^ You 
yourselves are my witnesses that I said, ‘I am not the Messiah, but 
Ihave been sent ahead of him,” he declares (3:28). His disciples should 
not expect that everyone will come to them when Jesus is around. John 
the Baptist is only the Messiah's forerunner; Jesus is the Messiah 
himself. 

John the Baptist then adds, almost as if he were quoting a proverb, 
“He who has the bride is the bridegroom” (3:29). This confirms what 
was hinted in the Cana story: Jesus, the Messiah, is like a bridegroom.’ І 
At Сапа, Jesus does what the Gospel’s implied audience expects of 
the Messiah — and what the steward expects of the bridegroom — when 
he provides a copious supply of wine. In the Judean countryside, Jesus 
the Messiah is again compared to a bridegroom. What is more, the 
phrase “the bridegroom’s voice” indicates that Jesus is not just any 
bridegroom. It alludes to Jer. 33:10-11, implying that Jesus is that 
bridegroom whose return is prophesied by Jeremiah. ^ 

John the Baptist recognizes Jesus as the bridegroom because Jesus 
“has” the bride. At this stage of the narrative, it is not exactly clear what 
“having the bride” means. The only thing that Jesus (the bridegroom) 
seems to have but that John the Baptist (the bridegroom’s friend) lacks 
is the people who are going out to Jesus. Perhaps “the bride” means 
“followers.” 

This interpretation is certainly consistent with the marriage metaphor 
developed in passages like Hos. 1-3 and Jer. 2:2 to represent the 
relationship between God and God’s people — a metaphor that several 
New Testament authors apply to Christ and the church. "^ At this point 
in the narrative, however, it is not yet clear whether John is developing 


5! See also Barrett, Gospel According to St. John, 186; Marsh, Saint John, 196; 
Schneiders, Revelatory Text, 187 and Written That You May Believe, 35; Duke, Irony, 
101; Stibbe, John, 60—61. 

32 Tt should be noted that Jeremiah never indicates that this bridegroom is the Messiah. 
I will argue that this connection was made by John. 

33 See 2 Cor. 11:2; Eph. 5:22-32; Rev. 21:2, 9; 22:17. Those who interpret John 3:29 in 
light of this metaphor include Plummer (Gospel According to S. John, 102), Léon Zander 
(“Le Précurseur selon le P. Boulgakof,” Dieu vivant 7 (1949), 105), Boismard (“Ami de 
l'époux," 291), Sanders (Commentary, 134), Feuillet (‘Symbolisme de la colombe,” 539— 
40), and Schneiders (Written That You May Believe, 35). Those who contend that the bride 
in John 3:29 does not represent the church include Lagrange (Évangile selon S. Jean, 95), 
Rudolf Bultmann (The Gospel of John: A Commentary [trans. G. R. Beasley-Murray; 
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such a metaphor. The only indication so far that the bride of John 3:29 
might have some representative value is the brief but mysterious af- 
firmation that Jesus “has” her. The idea is not pursued any further in this 
passage. As Boismard observes, the main purpose of John 3:29 is not 
to identify the bride, but rather to give the sign for recognizing the 
bridegroom.“ 


The voice of gladness 


In Jer. 33:11, the voice of the bridegroom and the voice of the bride 
are accompanied by “the voice of gladness ($ovT| Харросоутс).” In 
John 3:29, it is John the Baptist, the bridegroom’s friend, who “rejoices 
greatly (yap yaiper)” and whose “joy (f| yapà) has been fulfilled.” 
This parallel allows the Evangelist to delineate the role of John the 
Baptist. He is not the Messiah, but rather the Messiah’s forerunner 
(v. 28). If Jesus is like a bridegroom, then John is like the bridegroom’s 
friend (v. 29). He is no longer the center of attention, the one to whom 
“all are going out” (v. 26).? Instead, he identifies himself with the 
“voice of gladness” that accompanies the voice of the bridegroom in 
Jer. 33:10-11. 

In doing so, he joins the ranks of those who rejoice at the coming 
of Jesus. They include Abraham, who “rejoiced (ўүхА\осото) that 
he would see [Jesus’] day; he saw it and was glad (éyapn)” (John 8:56). 
They also include Jesus’ disciples, who “rejoiced (£ydpmoov) when 
they saw" the risen Jesus (John 20:20; cf. 16:20—22). Here, the voice of 
gladness belongs to John the Baptist. He recognizes that Jesus is the 
Messiah, the prophesied bridegroom, and rejoices to hear his voice. 


The Johannine Jesus at Jacob's well 


“He must increase, and I must decrease," concedes John the Baptist as 
he fades from the narrative (3:30). Just as a bridegroom marries a bride 
and then begets children, so Jesus will elicit belief in more and more 
people. We soon learn that Jesus is indeed gaining a greater number of 
followers than is his forerunner (4:1). His success in Judea becomes 
the occasion for a journey through Samaria (4:3—4). John 4:4—42 then 


Philadelphia: Westminster, 1971], 173—74, n. 11), Lindars (Gospel of John, 167), and 
Ridderbos (Gospel According to John, 147, n. 131). 

34 Boismard, “Ami de l'époux," 291. 

55 See also Zimmermann and Zimmermann, “Freund des Bráutigams." 
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fulfills John the Baptist’s final prophecy. In a scene reminiscent of 
biblical betrothal narratives, the bridegroom-Messiah adds to his 
increase with a host of Samaritan believers. ^ 

Israel’s Scriptures include three stories in which the meeting of a 
man and a woman at a well leads to a betrothal. In Gen. 24:1—67, the 
man is Abraham’s servant and the woman is Rebekah; in Gen. 29:1—20, 
Jacob meets Rachel; in Exod. 2:15—22, Moses defends Zipporah and 
her sisters. Various scholars have proposed that each of these stories, 
either alone or in combination, is the text evoked in John 4:4—42.?" In 
addition, critics have suggested two other allusive referents. First, 
Hoskyns and Friedrich point out that Josephus (Ant. 2.257) retells the 
story of Moses and Zipporah in terms that recall John's well scene." 
Josephus' Moses sits upon a well in the vicinity of a city — just as Jesus, 
at noon, sits on a well near the city of Sychar (John 4:5—6).? Second, 
many agree that John 4:4—42 is a “betrothal type-scene." John simply 
follows a familiar story-telling convention used also in Gen. 24:1—67, 
Gen. 29:1-20, and Exod. 2:15-22.? 

The criterion of availability eliminates the possibility that John 
alludes to Josephus or to some extra-biblical tradition known to Jose- 
phus. It is not at all clear that such sources were available to John's 
implied author. On the other hand, the criterion of recurrence confirms 
the possibility of allusions to any one of the three biblical stories. 
Although none of them actually appears elsewhere in John, their main 
characters do. Abraham, who initiates the action in Gen. 24, becomes 
the subject of a crucial dispute in John 8:31—59. Jacob, the bridegroom 
of Gen. 29, receives some attention in a conversation between Jesus 
and Nathanael that alludes to Jacob's vision at Bethel (John 1:51; cf. 
Gen. 28:12). Finally, John refers to Moses a number of times (1:17, 
45; 3:14; 5:45—46; 6:32; 7:19, 22-23; 9:28-—29). 


See also Carmichael, *Marriage and the Samaritan Woman," 335. 
See above, p. 6. 
5 Hoskyns, Fourth Gospel, 263; Friedrich, Wer ist Jesus?, 25. 
22 Friedrich, Wer ist Jesus?, 25. 
See above, p. 7. For an argument that minimizes the likelihood and significance of 
any allusions to well-betrothal narratives in John 4:4 — 42, see Okure, Johannine Approach 
to Mission, 87-89 (see also Lindars, Gospel of John, 179-80; Moloney, Gospel of John, 
121). Similarly, John Painter contends that the parallels between John 4:4—42 and the 
well-betrothal narratives are insufficient to establish it as a betrothal type-scene (The 
Quest for the Messiah: The History, Literature, and Theology of the Johannine Commu- 
nity [Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1991], 165-66). 

^! Carmichael also notes a connection between John 1:51 and 4:4—42 (“Marriage and 
the Samaritan Woman," 337). It leads Jennifer K. Berenson Maclean to propose that “John 
1—4 as a whole must be understood in light of the entire Jacob narrative" (“The Divine 
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To which of the three narratives, if any, does John’s story most 
closely correspond? In matters of syntax, it bears no marked resem- 
blance to any of them. John repeats no characteristic or unusual phrase. 
On the other hand, several details of plot, characters, setting, and diction 
in John 4:4—42 match similar details in Gen. 24, Gen. 29, and Exod. 2. 
The stage is set when the traveling man stops at a well (bpéap) and a 
woman (yvvfh) comes (&рҳорол) to draw (üvtAéo) water (John 4:4—7; 
Сеп. 24:10-15; 29:1-9; Exod. 2:15-16).^ One of them then draws 
water from the well and gives it to the other (this procedure is discussed 
in John 4:7-15, and enacted in Gen. 24:16—20; 29:10; Exod. 2:17). 
Next, the woman rushes home to tell her family about the stranger at 
the well (John 4:28—29; Gen. 24:28; 29:12; Exod. 2:18-19). Finally, the 
family offers hospitality to the stranger (John 4:40; Gen. 24:29-33; 
29:13-14; Exod. 2:18—19).^ The “betrothal type-scene" construct pro- 
posed by Alter is derived from these similarities in plot, characters, 
and setting. Therefore, it also shares these features with John 4:4-42.4 

The two Genesis stories include three further details present in John 4 
but absent from Exod. 2, as well as from the hypothetical type-scene. 
First, whereas all four biblical accounts mention the woman’s father 
or ancestor (natńhp), only John and Genesis emphasize her eligibility 
in terms of both her ethnic heritage and her marital status.^ The 
Samaritan woman’s family background is stressed in John 4:7, 9, 12, 
and 20, and her marital status is the subject of John 4:17—18. In Gen. 24, 
Abraham’s servant searches specifically for a woman from Abraham’s 
family (vv. 3—4). The narrator reveals Rebekah’s identity as the grand- 
daughter of Abraham’s brother in v. 15, and the servant learns it in 
v. 24. Her family background and its importance to Abraham are 


Trickster: A Tale of Two Weddings in John,” in A Feminist Companion to John [ed. Amy- 
Jill Levine; London: Sheffield Academic Press, 2003], I:51). She is especially concerned 
with parallels between John 2:1—12 and the “mythic pattern" of Gen. 29:1—20 ("Divine 
Trickster," 61—72). These parallels, however, do not constitute an allusion as I have 
defined it. 

42 The word фрёор appears in Gen. 24:11, 20, 62; Gen. 29:2-3, 8, 10; Exod. 2:15; John 
4:11,12; yovh in Gen. 24:36—40, 44, 51, 67; Gen. 29:21, 28; Exod. 2:21, 22; John 4:7, 9, 
11 (in some manuscripts), 15, 17, 19, 25, 27, 28, 39, 42; épyopio in Gen. 29:6, 9; Exod. 
2:15; John 4:7; üvxA£o in Gen. 24:13, 20, 43; Exod. 2:17, 19; John 4:7, 15. 

43 Bach of these parallels is also noted by Braun (Jean le théologien 3.1, 93—95), 
Bonneau (“Woman at the Well)", Boismard (*Aenon prés de Salem," 223-25), Boismard 
and Lamouille (Évangile de Jean, Ш:136), Dagonet (Femme de Samarie, 47—50), Girard 
(“Jésus en Samarie,” 302—3), and Staley (Print's First Kiss, 100). They contradict the 
contention that John 4:4 —42 contains no hint of an allusion to well-betrothal stories. 

at Alter, Art of Biblical Narrative, 51—58. 

45 The word nathp occurs in Gen. 24:23; Gen. 29:9, 12; Exod. 2:16, 18; John 4:12, 20. 
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rehearsed once more during the servant's tale (vv. 37—38, 47—48). In 
addition, the narrator notes that Rebekah is a beautiful virgin (v. 16). 
Likewise, Rachel’s eligibility is emphasized in Gen. 29:1—20. When 
Jacob arrives at the well in search of his uncle Laban, he immediately 
discovers that Rachel is Laban’s daughter (vv. 4—5). The kinship of 
Jacob and Laban is stressed throughout the narrative, especially in v. 10 
where the phrase “his mother’s brother Laban” appears three times (see 
also vv. 12—15). Rachel’s beauty is also mentioned (у. 17). It should 
be noted that both Genesis betrothal stories stress the heritage of the 
maiden because the patriarchs Isaac and Jacob must perpetuate the 
family through Abraham’s kin. The children of Israel must not have a 
Canaanite mother (Gen. 24:3, 37; 28:1—5).*° 

A second distinctive feature shared by John 4, Gen. 24, and Сеп. 29 
is the hidden identity of the traveler. The Samaritan woman immedi- 
ately knows that Jesus is a Jew (John 4:9), but does not learn that he 
is the Messiah until they have discussed living water (John 4:26). 
Abraham’s servant introduces himself only after Rebekah has given 
him a drink, watered his camels, identified herself, and offered hospi- 
tality (Gen. 24:22-27). Similarly, Jacob rolls the stone from the well 
and waters Laban’s flock before he reveals his identity to Rachel (Gen. 
29:10—12). The maiden does not realize the traveler's significance until 
water is drawn and shared. Her rushing off to report to her family occurs 
immediately after she learns his identity (John 4:28—29; Gen. 24:27-28; 
29:12). Presumably her interest in him has been heightened. 

Finally, the woman's account of the traveler's actions and identity 
generates further intense interest at home. In all three stories, someone 
comes to the well to meet the traveler. In John 4, many citizens of 
Sychar arrive at the well to welcome Jesus (v. 30). In Gen. 24, Laban is 
eager to receive the servant of his great-uncle Abraham who has 
lavished such valuable gifts on his sister Rebekah (vv. 203337 In 
Gen. 29, he rushes out to greet his sister Rebekah's son and to offer 
him hospitality (vv. 13-14). Apparently Laban has as much to gain 
from alliances with Abraham's family as do Israel's patriarchs from 
marriages with Abraham's kinswomen. 


46 Dagonet notes a similar concern with the woman's background in both Gen. 24:23 
and John 4:16 (Femme de Samarie, 50). Okure regards the Samaritan woman's marital 
status as a disparity that weakens the echo of well-betrothal narratives rather than as a 
similarity that strengthens it (Johannine Approach to Mission, 88). See also Painter, Quest 
for the Messiah, 166; Cook, “Wells, Women, and Faith," 15—17. 

47 Braun also notes the parallel between John 4:30 and Gen. 24:29 (Jean le théologien 
3.1, 93, n. 4). See also Boismard, “Aenon prés de Salem,” 224; Boismard and Lamouille, 
Évangile de Jean, 136. 
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John 4 shares certain characteristics with Gen. 24 alone. Whereas 
three words (фрёжр, yovh, and mathp) appear in John 4, Gen. 24, and 
Gen. 29, six words that occur in both John 4 and Gen. 24 are absent 
from Gen. 29. Only Gen. 24 mentions the traveler's arrival in a tóA1G 
(v. 10; cf. John 4:5). Only Gen. 24 refers to the well as a nnyh (vv. 
13, 16, 29, 30, 42, 43, 45; cf. John 4:6, 14). Only Gen. 24 actually uses 
the words dvtAé@ (vv. 13, 20, 43; cf. John 4:7, 15), обор (vv. 11, 13, 
17, 32, 40; cf. John 4:10, 11, 13-15), оріс (vv. 14—18, 20, 43, 45, 46; 
cf. John 4:28), and nivo (vv. 14, 18, 19, 22, 44, 46; cf. John 4:7, 9, 10, 
12-14). Only in Gen. 24 does the woman use the terms &vOpwroc, 
^^о, and pot in her report (Gen. 24:30; cf. John 4:29).^' 

Another similarity shared by John 4 and Gen. 24 alone involves the 
request for a drink of water. In John 4:7, Jesus tells the Samaritan 
woman, “Give me a drink." In Gen. 24:17, Abraham’s servant makes 
a similar request of Rebekah: “Please let me sip a little water from your 
jar." The story repeats this request twice: once in v. 14 when the servant 
prays, and once in v. 43 when he explains his errand to Laban.” In 
contrast, Gen. 29 contains no such request. Jacob does not want water 
from Rachel. Instead, he is eager to provide water for her.” 


48 Braun, Jean le théologien 3.1, 93, n. 4. See also Boismard, “Aenon prés de Salem," 
223; Boismard and Lamouille, Évangile de Jean, 136; Dagonet, Femme de Samarie, 49; 
Girard, “Jésus en Samarie," 302. 

d Braun, Jean le théologien 3.1, 93, n. 4. See also Boismard, “Aenon prés de Salem," 
225; Dagonet, Femme de Samarie, 49. Boismard observes that Jesus sits by the well 
(ёко06ето обтос ёлї TH лтүћ) in John 4:6 just as Abraham's servant stands by the spring 
(буо ёсттуко ёлі тўс ттүүйс) in Gen. 24:13 (Boismard, *Aenon prés de Salem,” 223, 225; 
Boismard and Lamouille, Evangile de Jean, 136; Girard, “Jésus en Samarie,” 302). Jesus’ 
position, however, is actually more similar to that of Moses, who also sits by the well 
(&kdOtogv ёлі toô фрёотос) in Exod. 2:14. See Derrett, “Samaritan Woman's Pitcher,” 
254. There is no support for Derrett’s conclusion that both Jesus and Moses sit to indicate 
their superiority. Similar arguments cannot be made about Jesus and Jacob, as Gen. 29 
never describes Jacob’s posture. 

50 Bonneau points out that both John 4 and Gen. 24 contain the words үоуй, бутАё®, 
обор, dpéxp, and bópio (“Woman at the Well,” 1254). The verb &opevopat does not 
appear in John 4, as he claims. The verb pév@ does occur in both John 4:40 and Gen. 
24:55, as he indicates, but in different contexts. 

ae Braun, Jean le théologien 3.1, 93, n. 4. See also Boismard, “Aenon prés de Salem,” 
224; Boismard and Lamouille, Evangile de Jean, 136; Dagonet, Femme de Samarie, 50; 
Girard, “Jésus en Samarie,” 303. 

52 Braun, Jean le théologien 3.1, 93, n. 4. See also Sanders, Commentary, 141; 
Boismard, “Aenon prés de Salem," 224 25; Boismard and Lamouille, Évangile de Jean, 
136; Dagonet, Femme de Samarie, 49; Girard, “Jésus en Samarie," 303. 

53 Some have also pointed out other, less compelling, parallels between John 4 and 
Gen. 24. Rebekah receives gifts in Gen. 24:22 while John's Jesus speaks of “Ше gift of 
God" in John 4:10 (Braun, Jean le théologien 3.1, 93, n. 4; see also Dagonet, Femme de 
Samarie, 50). Both Gen. 24:19 and John 4:12 mention watering animals (Girard, “Jésus 
en Samarie," 303). Both Gen. 24:26 and John 4:20—24 refer to worship (Girard, “Jésus en 
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Other traits are shared by John 4 and Gen. 29 alone. One concerns 
the time of day. It is “about noon (dpa fv ws Extn)” when Jesus sits by 
the well near Sychar (John 4:6).7* Similarly, Jacob arrives at the well 
near Haran when “it is still broad daylight (ёті ёстіу ђрёро norin)” 
(Gen. 20:7) Abraham’s servant, on the other hand, does not reach the 
well until sometime “toward evening (тб прос 608)” (Gen. 24:11).^? 

A second similarity between John 4:4—42 and Gen. 29:1—20 has to 
do with the arrival of the woman. John 4:7 reads, “A Samaritan woman 
came (ёруєтол) to draw water.” Genesis 29:9 relates that “Rachel 
came (T]pygto) with her father’s sheep." In Gen. 24:15, however, we 
see Rebekah “coming out (éenopeveto) with her water jar on her 
shoulder" (cf. vv. 13, 45). Genesis 24 uses a different verb. 

Another, more significant, element of John 4 finds a parallel in Gen. 
29 alone: both stories feature the patriarch Jacob (Токо). Jacob is 
the main character of Gen. 29:1—20. In John 4, Jesus meets the Samari- 
tan woman, a descendant of Jacob (v. 12), at Jacob's well (v. 6), near 
the field that Jacob gave to his son Joseph (v. 5). John's story thus 
mentions Jacob three times, twice in the first three verses.’ Moreover, 
the Samaritan woman explicitly compares Jesus to Jacob in verse 12: 
“Ате you greater than our ancestor Jacob, who gave us the well?" This 
comparison is strengthened if we recall that Jesus, a man on a journey, 
has just been identified as a bridegroom (John 3:29). In Gen. 29, Jacob 
is also a man on a journey who becomes a bridegroom. In Gen. 24, 
however, the bridegroom never travels to the well. The mysterious 
stranger who courts Rebekah is the servant of the bridegroom's father. 

The parallel between Jesus and Jacob, along with the rhetorical 
emphasis placed on it, is the strongest indicator that John 4:4—42 
alludes most directly to Gen. 29:1—20. Indeed, four elements at the start 


Samarie," 303). Both Abraham's servant (Gen. 24:33) and Jesus (John 4:31—32) refuse to 
eat (Boismard, *Aenon prés de Salem," 224—25; Boismard and Lamouille, Évangile de 
Jean, 136; Girard, “Jésus en Samarie," 303; Staley, Print's First Kiss, 101—2; Dagonet, 
Femme de Samarie, 50). Not only do these corresponding details lack verbal similarities, 
they also do not fit into the plot of John 4 in the same way as they do in the plot of Gen. 24. 

5* This translation assumes that John counts the hours from 6:00 a.m. For an argument 
in support of this position, see Brown, John I—XII, 75. 

55 See also Carmichael, “Marriage and the Samaritan Woman,” 336-37; Jones, Symbol 
of Water, 97. 

56 See also Bligh, “Jesus in Samaria," 336; Carmichael, “Marriage and the Samaritan 
Woman," 336-37. 

57 See also Conway, Men and Women, 108. 

58 Sanders and Carmichael also note that mention of Jacob in John 1:51 and 4:12 
establishes a link with Gen. 29 (Sanders, Commentary, 140—41; Carmichael, *Marriage 
and the Samaritan Woman," 337). 
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of John’s story provide an immediate connection with the beginning of 
Gen. 29. The first is the mention of Jacob (John 4:5—6). The second is 
the appearance of a man on a journey (John 4:3-6). Third, the man 
arrives at a well (John 4:6). Fourth, it is the middle of the day (John 
4:6). Jesus is most reminiscent of Jacob, the bridegroom who journeys 
to a well at noon (Gen. 29:1, 2, D 

To be sure, Gen. 24 contains more verbal parallels with John 4 than 
does Gen. 29. John’s use of mOA1c, nnyń, бутА&®, обор, 0бріо, nivo, 
&vOponoc, Ado, and рот, however, is not as distinctive as his three- 
fold mention of Jacob. Moreover, John repeats none of these words in 
an unusual phrase unique to Gen. 24. He does not even explicitly echo 
the servant's thrice-repeated request for a drink: 


Please offer your jar that I may drink (énikAivov tiv bdpiav 
соо, tva tio). (Gen. 24:14) 


Please let me sip a little water from your jar (rótioóv ue 


шкрдӧу Ldap ёк тўс 0дріос cov). (Gen. 24:17) 
Please give me a little water from your jar to drink (nóticóv 
ue шкрбу 060p ёк tç bdpias cov). (Gen. 24:43) 
Give me a drink (бос poi тту). (John 4:7) 


In fact, one could argue that because the exchange of water in John 
4:10—15 involves Jesus' offer of living water to the Samaritan woman, 
it more closely resembles Jacob's watering Rachel's sheep in Gen. 
29:10. 

The shared elements of Gen. 29:1—20 and John 4:4—42 offer strong 
evidence that John alludes to this story." They outweigh any similar- 
ities between John 4:4—42 and Gen. 24:1—67, Exod. 2:15-22, and the 
type-scene construct. (Incidentally, one could argue that the main 
reason John 4:4—42 resembles these three well scenarios is because they 
in turn resemble Gen. 29:1—20.) The shared elements of Gen. 29:1—20 
and John 4:4—42 may be summarized as follows: the encounter of a 
traveling man (Токо, in Gen. 29) and a woman (үоуў – Jacob's des- 
cendant, in John 4) who comes (ёрхорол) to a well (þpéxp — Jacob's 
well, in John 4) is followed by their sharing a drink of water. The 
woman's family background (in John 4, descent from her matnp Jacob) 
and marital status is emphasized. When the man finally discloses his 


59 See also Staley, Print’s First Kiss, 101. 
60 They are sufficient to challenge Painter’s skepticism (see Quest for the Messiah, 
165-66). 
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identity, the woman runs home to tell her family. A relative then hurries 
back to the well to greet the man and to offer hospitality. 

There is also one important difference: unlike the Genesis story, 
John’s account does not end with a promise of marriage. Instead, 
it concludes with the woman’s fellow-citizens coming to faith in Jesus 
(4:39-42). Here John develops an unstated correspondence between 
marriage and belief.^' This suggests an interesting line of interpreta- 
tion. In the Samaritan story, corresponding elements from Gen. 
29:1-20 become vehicles for some of John's central themes. Speci- 
fically, the well water, Rachel's eligibility, Jacob's self-disclosure, 
Rachel’s reporting to family members, the offer of hospitality, and the 
new relationship between Jacob and Rachel enhance the Johannine 
themes of eternal life, the fatherhood of God, Jesus' messianic identity, 
testimony, remaining, and believing. I will discuss each element in turn 
to show how John borrows details from Gen. 29 to reveal Jesus as the 
Jewish Messiah who offers eternal life to apostate Samaritans. The 
woman bears witness to Jesus, and many come to believe. Just as 
Jacob's meeting Rachel at a well, their sharing a drink, his revelation 
of his identity, her report to her family, and the family's offer of 
hospitality eventually lead to the births of the twelve patriarchs (Gen. 
29:31—30:24; 35:16-21), so also Jesus’ meeting a woman at a well, 
his offer of eternal life, his revelation of his identity, her witness, and 
his remaining in Sychar produce a family of faith — a family in which 
all Jacob's children worship the Father in spirit and in truth. 


The drink of water 


The first feature of Gen. 29:1—20 to acquire a new meaning in John 
4:4—42 is the drink of water. The subject of water and drinking do- 
minates the conversation between Jesus and the woman from v. 7 
through v. 15. Jesus initiates the conversation by asking the woman 
for a drink (v. 7.9 When the woman wonders at the audacity of such а 


9! Cf. also Carmichael, “Marriage and the Samaritan Woman," 335; Jones, Symbol of 
Water, 92. 

62 Contra Okure, to whom the absence of a betrothal in John 4 suggests that John does 
not make a strong connection between the Samaritan account and well-betrothal stories 
(Johannine Approach to Mission, 88). The fact that John changes some of the details of 
Gen. 29:1—20 does not decrease the possibility that he alludes to it. Staley comes closer to 
the mark when he identifies John's story as a parody (Print's First Kiss, 98—102). 

63 Carmichael suggests that Jesus' request is tantamount to a proposal, given the 
associations in Prov. 5:15 and Song 4:15 between water and female sexuality ("Marriage 
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request, Jesus indicates that he is able to provide her with “living water 
(обор Cv)” (vv. 9-10). Because he links his ability to do so with the 
gift of God and his own identity, one might conclude that he means 
something other than running water from a spring. The woman, how- 
ever, remains ignorant of Jesus’ identity; she merely wonders how he 
will draw water without a vessel (v. 11). Jesus finally explains that he 
does not refer to the water in Jacob’s well.°* Whoever drinks the water 
that Jesus gives will never thirst again, for the water that Jesus gives 
will become in that person a spring of water welling up into “eternal 
life (Gan aidvioc)” (v. 14). 

The Fourth Gospel has already described Jesus as the source of 
eternal life. "In him was life (Go1])," declares the prologue (1:4). 
According to John 3:15—16, 36, whoever believes in Jesus has "eternal 
life (GoT] ari vioc)." John will reiterate this teaching in 5:24—26; 10:10, 
28; 12:25; 14:19; 17:2—3; and 20:31. He will also illustrate it using 
metaphors such as “the bread of life" (6:33—58), “words of life" (6:63, 
68), “the light of life" (8:12), “the resurrection and the life" (11:25-27), 
and “the way, the truth and the life" (14:6). Living water reappears in 
John 7:38-39, when Jesus announces that “rivers of living water 
(notapoi . . . Vatos бдутос)” will flow out of the hearts of those 
who believe in him. John explains that Jesus is referring to the Spirit, 
to be received after Jesus’ glorification.” 

John 4:7—15, then, alludes to Gen. 29:10 in order to illustrate what 
has just been explained in John 1 and 3, as well as to introduce further 
elaboration in John 5-20. By identifying the drink of water from the 
Genesis story with the Johannine concept of "eternal life," John is 
able to portray Jesus as the giver of water that becomes a spring of 
eternal life. The one who asks for a drink in v. 7 (“бос pot netv”) is 
asked for a drink in v. 15 (“бос uot тобто TO 060p"). Note that water 


and the Samaritan Woman," 336). This interpretation seems unlikely, however, as John 
does not emphasize these associations. 

9* According to Jaubert, Jacob's well symbolizes the law of Moses (“Symbolique du 
puits"; see also Braun, Jean le théologien 3.1, 90—92; Bonneau, “The Woman at the 
Well," 1256 —57). Since John's implied author does not betray familiarity with targumic 
and rabbinic tradition associating wells with the Law, this symbolism can only be 
attributed to an original author. 

For a discussion of the Johannine theme of eternal life, see C. H. Dodd, The 
Interpretation of the Fourth Gospel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1953), 
148—49. Studies of water as a symbol in John's Gospel include Culpepper, Anatomy, 
192-95; Koester, Symbolism, 155-84; Jones, Symbol of Water; Michael A. Daise, 
“*Rivers of Living Water’ as New Creation and New Exodus: A Traditio-Historical 
Vantage Point for the Exegetical Problems and Theology of John 7:37—39" (Ph.D. diss., 
Princeton Theological Seminary, 2000), 88—107. 
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is never actually drawn from the well and shared, as in Gen. 29:10. 
Jacob waters the sheep belonging to Rachel’s father, but Jesus has 
something more than water to offer the Samaritan woman and her 
fellow-citizens.°° 


The woman’s eligibility 


A second element from Gen. 29:1—20 to appear in John’s narrative is 
the woman’s eligibility. This includes both her heritage and her marital 
status.°’ It is easy to see how John highlights the Samaritan woman's 
heritage in order to enhance the theme of God’s fatherhood. As with 
Rachel, her family background receives special emphasis. Indeed, the 
story of her initial encounter with Jesus is dominated by their ethnic 
difference. It mentions three times that she is a Samaritan (vv. 7, 9), 
and twice contrasts her nationality to that of Jesus (v. 9).°® When 
Jesus offers her living water (v. 10), she again refers to her ancestry: 
“Are you greater than our ancestor (tod matpdc ђифу) Jacob?" (v. 12). 
Then, following a discussion of her marital status (vv. 16—18), the topic 
of Jewish and Samaritan differences re-emerges.^ 

The ensuing conversation involves a play on the word "father 
(nathp).” “Our ancestors (oi natépes fiov) worshiped on this moun- 
tain," declares the Samaritan woman, “but you (bpeic) say that the 
place where people must worship is Jerusalem" (v. 20). Her comment 
provides Jesus with the opportunity to distinguish worship by Samaritan 
ancestors (ol потёр=с fiui v) from worship of the Father (ó natńp). 
The Father (6 тоттүр) will be worshiped neither on Mount Gerizim nor 
on Mount Zion (v. 21). True worshipers will worship the Father 
(ó mathp) in spirit and in truth; in fact, the Father (6 natńhp) seeks 
such worshipers (v. 23). 

John uses the wordplay to show that true worship of God transcends 
Jewish and Samaritan ancestral worship. In this way, he adds an 


96 See also Staley, Print' s First Kiss, 101—2. 

67 John’s emphasis on the woman's “adulterous” sexual history and her “foreign” 
ethnicity lead Jane S. Webster to compare her to the "strange woman" of Prov. 7; 
9:13-18 (“Transcending Alterity: Strange Woman to Samaritan Woman," in A Feminist 
Companion to John, 1:126 —42). These parallels, however, do not constitute an allusion as 
Ihave defined it. 

68 Olsson's structural analysis also underscores John's emphasis on Samaritan identity 
(Structure and Meaning, 138—47). 

69 Carmichael contends that the woman emphasizes the common ancestry of Samar- 
itans and Jews (“Marriage and the Samaritan Woman,” 337). John, however, lays more 
stress on Jewish and Samaritan differences. 
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interesting twist to his echo of Gen. 29. Rachel’s heritage is a matter of 
some concern to Jacob, since Jacob must marry a descendant of Abra- 
ham. Jesus, however, is not similarly concerned about the heritage 
of the Samaritan woman. More important than the Samaritan ancestor 
(tod matpd¢ fiiv) Jacob is the Father (6 nathp), God. ^ 

It is less easy to interpret John’s references to the woman’s marital 
status. These references begin with v. 16, when Jesus asks her to call 
her husband. The woman initially confesses that she has no husband 
(v. 17). Jesus, however, reveals that she has had five husbands, and 
currently lives with a man to whom she is not married (v. 18). The 
woman’s response: “Sir, I see that you are a prophet” (v. 19). 

Interpretations of John 4:16—18 fall into three categories, two literal 
and one symbolic. Many commentators contend that Jesus’ observation 
about husbands reveals her moral deficiency. This explains why she 
has come to the well alone in the middle of the day: her illicit behavior 
has made her a social outcast, so that she does not join the other women 
at the normal evening hour. It also explains the ensuing discussion 
of worship in vv. 20—24: the embarrassed woman has changed the 
subject. Several such commentators conclude that Jesus’ conversation 
with the Samaritan woman shows that he welcomes sinners, as well as 
women and people of marginalized ethnic groups. 

This interpretation fails to account for the fact that the discussion 
about the woman’s sexual morality in vv. 17—18 seems somewhat out 
of place. The subject is virtually absent from the rest of the Gospel.’” 
The Samaritan story certainly does not treat it in much more detail. ^ 
The only other clear allusion to the woman's marital status is her 
exclamation in vv. 29 and 39: “Come and see a man who told me 
everything I have ever done!" This leads other scholars to argue that 
Jesus’ comment about husbands emphasizes not the woman's depravity, 
but rather Jesus' prophetic ability. This interpretation explains the 
woman's immediate realization that Jesus is a prophet (v. 19), as well 
as her testimony that Jesus has told her everything she has ever done 
(vv. 29, 39). It also accounts for her turning the discussion to worship 


70 See also Bernard, Critical and Exegetical Commentary, 1:147; Cook, “Wells, 
Women, and Faith,” 16—17. 

7! See, e.g., Plummer, Gospel According to S. John, 107, 110-11; Lagrange, Evangile 
selon S. Jean, 110; Brown, John I-XII, 171; Schnackenburg, Gospel According to St. 
John, 1:433; Friedrich, Wer ist Jesus?, 36—38; Sanders, Commentary, 144—49. 

72 Tt turns up elsewhere only in John 7:53-8:11, a passage that does not appear in the 
earliest manuscripts and was probably added later. 

7З See also Lindars, Gospel of John, 186; Black, “Rhetorical Criticism,” 273. 
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(v. 20): she expects that a prophet will be able to make an authoritative 
pronouncement оп the subject. ’* 

It does not, however, explain why Jesus introduces the topic of 
husbands in the first place. This topic seems like an intrusion. Up until 
v. 16, the story highlights the differences between Jews and Samaritans 
as Jesus offers the woman a drink of living water. In vv. 19—26, the 
discussion again concerns differences between Jews and Samaritans, 
this time as a way to introduce Jesus as the Messiah. Moreover, the 
questions about Jewish and Samaritan worship raised in verses 20—24 
constitute the centerpiece of the narrative and provide the backdrop 
for the Samaritans’ confession in v. 42.” These questions now take 
the stage, yet the conversation about husbands is never resolved. The 
woman never calls the man who is not her husband. Instead, she 
summons her fellow-citizens (vv. 28—29). She and her love life then 
recede into the background. Her marital status seems to be beside the 
point. 

A symbolic interpretation of the six men is more consonant with the 
story’s emphasis on Samaritan ancestry and religious identity.’° The 
five husbands are thought to represent the five cults brought into 
Samaria after the Assyrian conquest. According to 2 Kings 17:30-31, 
“The people of Babylon made Succoth-benoth, the people of Cuth made 
Nergal, the people of Hamath made Ashima; the Avvites made Nibhaz 
and Tartak; the Sepharvites burned their children in the fire to Adram- 
melech and Anammelech, the gods of Sepharvaim.” The sixth man 
represents the form of Yahwism described in 2 Kings 17:32: “They 
also worshiped the Lorp and appointed from among themselves all sorts 
of people as priests of the high places, who sacrificed for them in the 
shrines of the high places.” The situation is summarized in 2 Kings 
17:41: “So these nations worshiped the Lorp, but also served their 
carved images; to this day their children and their children’s children 
continue to do as their ancestors did." 


i See, e.g., Bultmann, Gospel of John, 187; Lindars, Gospel of John, 186; Gail 
R. O’Day, The Word Disclosed: John’s Story and Narrative Preaching (St. Louis, Mo.: 
CBP Press, 1987), 42—43 and “John,” in The Women’s Bible Commentary (ed. Carol 
A. Newsom and Sharon H. Ringe; Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1992), 296; Black, 
“Rhetorical Criticism," 273; Ridderbos, Gospel According to John, 158-62; Moloney, 
Gospel of John, 127. 

7 Bligh outlines this story as a five-point chiasm, locating vv. 16—26 at the center 
(“Jesus in Samaria,” 329). See also Cahill, “Narrative Art,” 42. 

76 See also Cahill, “Narrative Art,” 43; Schneiders, Revelatory Text, 190 and Written 
That You May Believe, 139—40. 

According to Eberhard Nestle, the connection between the five husbands and the 
five cults was perceived by a thirteenth-century copyist (“Die fünf Männer des 
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If the six men represent Samaritan religions, then the Samaritan 
woman represents the Samaritan people. Indeed, the Evangelist empha- 
sizes the resemblance. The woman is identified as a Samaritan (vv. 7, 
9). She associates herself with her people by referring to “our ancestor 
(toô matpdcg ђифу) Jacob" (v. 12) and “our ancestors (ot matépec 
тифу)” who worshiped on Mount Gerizim (v. 20). Jesus himself 
addresses her with the plural byeic in vv. 21-22.”* 

The resemblance of the woman to Samaritans and the men to Samar- 
itan religions is quite striking. It does not, however, conclusively 
indicate that they symbolize those entities. Resemblance does not 
always imply representation. For example, Jesus is identified as a 
Jew (v. 9) and is referred to using the plural pronouns ùpeîç and hpeic 
(vv. 20—22), but he does not symbolize Jews. The most that can be said 
is that the woman with her six men exemplifies the Samaritans with 
their six religions, as described in 2 Kings 17. 

This observation suggests the possibility of a fourth way to interpret 
John 4:18: as part of an allusion to 2 Kings 17. In addition to the parallel 
between the six men and the six religions, the allusion is marked by 
three instances of verbal and circumstantial correspondence. First, 


samaritanischen Weibes," ZNW 5 [1904]: 166-67). Twentieth-century proponents of this 
view include Loisy (Quatrieme Évangile, 354), Bauer (Johannes-Evangelium, 75), Hos- 
kyns (Fourth Gospel, 258, 265-66), Dodd (Interpretation, 313), Barrett (Gospel 
According to St. John, 235), Oscar Cullmann (“Samaria and the Origins of the Christian 
Church: Who Are the &Aot of John 4.38?" in The Early Church [ed. A. J. B. Higgins; 
London: SCM Press, 1956], 187-88), Boismard (“Aenon prés de Salem,” 225-26), Marsh 
(Saint John, 216), Otto Betz (“‘To Worship God in Spirit and in Truth’: Reflections on 
John 4, 20-26,” in Standing Before God: Studies on Prayer in Scriptures and in Tradition 
[ed. Asher Finkel and Lawrence Frizzell; trans. Nora Quigley; New York: Ktav, 1981], 
56—58), Schneiders (Revelatory Text, 190 and Written That You May Believe, 139—40), 
and Fehribach (Women in the Life of the Bridegroom, 68—69). Opponents point out that 
the account of Samaritan origins in 2 Kings 17:30—31 associates traditional Samaritan 
religion with seven deities, not five or six (see, e.g., Bernard, Critical and Exegetical 
Commentary, 1:143—44; Schnackenburg, Gospel According to St. John, 1:433). Defenders 
claim that the five husbands refer, not to the seven deities, but to the five cults (see, e.g., 
Bligh, “Jesus in Samaria," 336). In his article “‘The Savior of the World,’” Koester 
circumvents this problem by pointing out that the seven deities in 2 Kings were introduced 
by five nations. He then argues that the five husbands represent the five nations mentioned 
in this passage, and that the sixth man, who is not the woman's husband, refers to the 
Roman empire (“Тһе Savior of the World’ [John 4:42]," JBL 109 [1990], 675-77). Не 
makes the case that John 4:1—42 has strong political connotations as well as religious 
concerns. I would point out that any political connotations in this story are not as explicit 
as its religious significance. There is no evidence to support Derrett's opinion that the five 
husbands represent the five senses through which passion has enslaved the woman (“Тһе 
Samaritan Woman's Pitcher," 255). 

us Koester, Symbolism, 48, 50. See also Fehribach, Women in the Life of the Bride- 
groom, 58—61. 
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both passages are primarily concerned with Samaritan and Jewish 
differences — in particular, differences about the proper worship of 
Israel's God. The word mpooKvvéa, which appears nine times in John 
4:20—24, occurs twice in the reiteration of the first commandment 
found in 2 Kings 17:35—36: “You shall not worship other gods or bow 
yourselves (npookuvíjogte) to them or serve them or sacrifice to 
them, but you shall worship the Lorp, who brought you out of the land 
of Egypt with great power and with an outstretched arm; you shall bow 
yourselves (tpookuvfioste) to him, and to him you shall sacrifice." ? 
According to 2 Kings 17, the Samaritans break the first commandment 
in two ways: they worship other gods (vv. 29, 41) and they worship 
Israel's God in illegitimate shrines (v. 32). Clearly, Jesus and the 
Samaritan woman are endeavoring to interpret this commandment in 
John 4:20—24: should God be worshiped in Jerusalem or on Mount 
Gerizim?*” 

A second similarity between John 4 and 2 Kings 17 involves the fact 
that both attribute Jewish and Samaritan differences to ancestral 
customs. The Samaritan woman refers to “our ancestors (ot matépEc 
fiv)" who worshiped on Mount Gerizim (John 4:20). Likewise, 2 
Kings 17:41 affirms that the Samaritans continue to practice the 
customs of “their ancestors (ої natépec adtdv).”*! 

A third and even more striking parallel is that both John 4 and 2 
Kings 17 state that the Samaritans do not know Israel’s God. According 
to 2 Kings 17:26, Samaritan immigrants from Babylon, Cuthah, Avva, 
Hamath, and Sepharvaim suffer lion attacks because they “do not 
know (ook £yvooav) the law of the god of the land.” Similarly, Jesus 
tells the Samaritan woman, “You worship what you do not know (ойк 
оїдоте)” (John 4:22). 

If John 4:4—42 indeed alludes to 2 Kings 17, then there is no need to 
postulate symbolism in John 4:18. John is simply making a comparison. 
The Samaritan woman with her six men is like the Samaritan people 
with their six religions. They practice the customs of their ancestors, 
who worshiped the gods of five foreign cults and who still do not know 
Israel's God. This comparison allows Jesus to assure the woman that it 


7? 2 Kings 17 is found in the LXX at 4 Kgdms 17. 

80 See also Betz, “To Worship God,” 56. 

81 See also ibid., 58. 

82 See also ibid., 56. Betz goes on to liken Jesus to the Israelite priest who saves the 
Samaritans by teaching them about true worship (2 Kings 17:27—28). For Betz, this 
explains Jesus’ claim in John 4:22 that “salvation is from the Jews.” This connection is 
somewhat tenuous, however, as the priest was from Israel and not from Judah. 
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no longer matters whether God is worshiped in Jerusalem or on Mount 
Gerizim. True worshipers worship in spirit and in truth (John 4:21—24). 

The Samaritan woman claims to be a descendant of Jacob. Unlike 
Rachel, however, she is not portrayed as a beautiful virgin." Her 
previous marriages and current liaison resemble the ancestral worship 
of her people. Her heritage and her "marital status" hardly make her 
eligible for a relationship with a Jewish Messiah. "* According to Jesus, 
however, her eligibility has less to do with her ancestor Jacob than 
with the Father, God. Furthermore, worship of that Father in spirit and 
in truth makes her “marital history" obsolete. One greater than Jacob 
offers living water to a religious renegade, a Samaritan daughter of 
Jacob, at Jacob's well.” His offer trivializes the ancestor who gave her 
people the well (v. 12) as well as the ancestors who worshiped on 
Mount Gerizim (v. 20). The most important ancestor now is the Father 
who seeks true worshipers (v. 23). 


The man's identity 


The third element from Gen. 29 featured in John 4 is the traveler's 
hidden identity. In the Genesis story, Jacob reveals who he is after the 
sharing of water (Gen. 29:10—12). Here, Jesus identifies himself after a 
conversation about living water (John 4:25—26). Unlike Jacob, however, 
Jesus does not introduce himself by name. He rather indicates that he 
is the Messiah, the Christ. 

This is the first time that John's Jesus states his messianic identity. 
It is not the Fourth Gospel’s first reference to Jesus as Messiah, how- 
ever. Andrew tells his brother Simon, “е have found the Messiah’ 
(which is translated Anointed)” (1:41). Nathanael confesses, “Rabbi, 
you are the Son of God! You are the King of Israel!” (1:49). As we have 
seen, Jesus’ provision of wine for the wedding at Cana (2:1—11) indi- 
cates that he is the prophesied Messiah, as does John the Baptist's 
bridegroom saying (3:22-30).*’ Everything concerning Jesus’ identity 
that has been stated or implied so far in the narrative is confirmed by 


86 


83 See also Strauss, Life of Jesus, 308; Braun, Jean le théologien 3.1, 93-95; Sanders, 
Commentary, 141; Dagonet, Femme de Samarie, 50, n. 1; Culpepper, Anatomy, 136; 
Duke, Irony, 102—3; Girard, Jésus en Samarie, 303; Staley, Print' s First Kiss, 101. 

84 This particular point remains valid even if the five husbands are interpreted more 
literally. 

85 See also Neyrey, "Jacob Traditions," 426. 

86 Tt is not the last. In John 17:3, Jesus calls himself “Jesus Christ.” 

87 See above, pp. 49-50, 57—58. 
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Jesus’ revelation to the Samaritan woman. “‘I know that Messiah is 
coming’ (who is called Christ)," she remarks (4:25). Jesus replies, “I am 
he, the one who is speaking to you” (4:26). 

Not only does the exchange in John 4:25-26 allow Jesus to affirm 
his messianic identity as previously hinted by the Evangelist and stated 
by Andrew, Nathanael, and John the Baptist, it also constitutes the 
climax of the Samaritan story.” In fact, the revelation of the traveler’s 
identity is the turning point of both Gen. 29:1—20 and John 4:4—42. In 
Gen. 29, Jacob's introducing himself leads directly to Rachel's report, 
Laban's offer of hospitality, and the eventual betrothal of Jacob and 
Rachel (vv. 12-20). Laban's family welcomes Jacob into their house- 
hold because he is Rebekah's son. Similarly, the revelation of Jesus’ 
identity in John 4 results in the Samaritan woman's testimony, an 
invitation for Jesus to remain in Sychar, and the eventual belief of 
many citizens (vv. 25—42). The Samaritans welcome Jesus because 
they recognize that he is the Messiah. 


The woman's report 


The Johannine theme of witness is developed in the woman's report to 
her relatives, a fourth element of Jacob's betrothal story. In Gen. 29:12, 
Rachel runs home to tell Laban about his sister's son Jacob. In John 
4:28-29, the Samaritan woman goes back to the city to tell the people 
about Jesus. Her departure immediately follows Jesus' self-disclosure. 
Indeed, his identity is the subject of her report: “He cannot be the 
Messiah, can he?" (v. 29). 

The Evangelist terms her action "testimony (uaptopovons)” (v. 39). 
The Samaritan woman's testimony joins that of John the Baptist and 
Jesus in illustrating the prologue's assertion that testimony leads either 
to belief or unbelief. According to John 1:7-8, John the Baptist came 
“as a witness (sig paptopiav) to testify (iva рорторӣст)” to Jesus, 
“so that all might believe (iva т@ут&с rttote00001v)" (cf. 15, 19, 32). 
John 3:11-12 tells how Nicodemus and those like him do not receive 
Jesus’ testimony (tT|v цорторісу); they do not believe (ob т1отєбєтє) 
(cf. 3:32; 6:31—38; 8:13-18). In contrast, John 4:39 shows that many 
Samaritans from Sychar believe in Jesus because of the woman's 


88 Verse 26 closes the section on worship designated by Bligh and Cahill as the center 
of this story (see n. 75 above). Schnackenburg also identifies v. 26 as the narrative's 
climax (Gospel According to St. John, 1:442). 
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testimony (éniotevoav sic adtòv . . . ёй TOV Aóyov THs yovatKdc 
рортороостс). Just as Rachel's report about Rebekah's son eventually 
leads to their betrothal, so the Samaritan woman's testimony about the 
Messiah leads to belief. 


The offer of hospitality 


In the meantime, the woman's family improves their acquaintance with 
the traveler. In both Gen. 29 and John 4, a rush to the well and an offer 
of hospitality follow the woman's report about the man's identity. 
Laban runs out to the well to greet his sister's son and to bring him 
home (Gen. 29:13). Similarly, the Samaritan townspeople flock to 
meet Jesus at the well. “Come and see (Sete idete) a man who told 
me everything I have ever done!” exclaims the woman (v. 29). “So 
when the Samaritans came to him, they asked him to stay (petva) with 
them; and he stayed (ëuetvev) there two days" (v. 40).*? 

Неге the Evangelist takes up a theme introduced in John 1:35—39, 
where John the Baptist’s testimony motivates some of his disciples to 
follow Jesus: the theme of staying or abiding. “Look, here is the Lamb 
of God!” declares John (v. 36). The disciples ask Jesus, “Where are you 
staying (ло? нёує1с)?” (v. 38). “Come and see (Epyeobe коі OWeoOs),” 
replies Jesus (v. 39). “They came and saw where he was staying 
(uéve1), and they remained (Éuewatv) with him that day" (v. 39). This 
theme is of course consummately developed in the vine analogy of 
John 15. Meanwhile, in John 4, the offer of hospitality from Gen. 
29 becomes the Johannine invitation to stay, a crucial step towards 
familiarity with Jesus.” 


8° T have chosen not to include a detailed analysis of vv. 8, 27, 31-38. The parallel 
narrative about the disciples does not properly form a part of the betrothal scene, but rather 
serves as a foil to it. It concerns food instead of living water (vv. 31—34), and describes 
God's work in Samaria using harvest imagery (35—38). 

°° Both x and A read “épyeo0e xoi tõeste.” External and internal evidence, however, 
favors "Épyeo0s koi OeoGs.” This reading is preserved in p°°, р”, and B. The variant 
can be explained as an attempt to harmonize John 1:39 with John 4:29. 

91 See also Barrett, Gospel According to St. John, 204; Brown, John I-XII, 510—12; 
Raymond Collins, “Discipleship in John's Gospel,” in These Things Have Been Written: 
Studies in the Fourth Gospel (Louvain: Peeters, 1990); repr. from Emmanuel 91 (1985): 
248-55; Gary M. Burge, The Anointed Community: The Holy Spirit in the Johannine 
Tradition (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987), 54—56; Sharon Н. Ringe, Wisdom’s Friends: 
Community and Christology in the Fourth Gospel (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 
1999), 76. 
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The betrothal 


Genesis 29:1—20 ends with the betrothal of Jacob and Rachel (vv. 
15-20). John 4:4—42 ends, not with betrothal, but with belief.” At 
first, “Many Samaritans from that city believed (ёлістєрсоу) in him 
because of the woman's testimony" (v. 39). Later, "Many more be- 
lieved (éniotevoav) because of his word. They said to the woman, ‘It is 
no longer because of what you said that we believe (лїстєбоцєу), for 
we have heard for ourselves, and we know that this is truly the Savior 
of the world’” (vv. 41—42). 

Belief serves as a fitting conclusion to the Samaritan story. It fulfills 
the agenda set in the prologue and followed in the narrative so far. 
Jesus comes into the world, but some do not accept him. There are 
those, however, “who believed (тоїс miotevovotv) in his name" (John 
1:12). When Jesus performs his first sign, “his disciples believed 
(ёлістеосоу) in him" (2:11). More people “believed (étiotevoay) in 
his name" (2:23) when they saw his signs in Jerusalem. In the same 
way, Jesus’ sojourn in Samaria also results in belief. 

In addition, belief necessarily concludes the Samaritan story because 
it is the means for attaining the eternal life promised by Jesus in John 
4:14. We learn this in John 3:15, when Jesus tells Nicodemus, “The 
Son of Man must be lifted up, that whoever believes (лс 6 riot£0ov) 
in him may have eternal life." The Gospel continues with John 3:16, 
“For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone 
who believes (л@с 6 miotevov) in him may have eternal life."^^ John 
reiterates this teaching right before the Samaritan story: “Whoever 
believes (6 mioteúov) in the Son has eternal life" (3:36). In order to 
receive the water that springs up to eternal life (4:14), of course the 
Samaritan woman and the citizens of Sychar must come to believe. 

Jacob's betrothal serves as a metaphor for Samaritan belief, but not 
in the sense that Jesus and Samaritan believers are now bound together 
in a love relationship similar to that enjoyed by Jacob and Rachel. 
What makes this betrothal an appropriate metaphor for the Samaritan 
story has very little to do with the couple's love. It has more to do with 
their anticipated offspring. To be sure, Gen. 29 mentions Jacob's love 
for Rachel (vv. 18, 20, 30), but its main purpose is to describe the 


92 Cahill proposes that the reader familiar with the type-scene format will expect an 
actual betrothal (“Narrative Art," 47). Stibbe, however, rightly points out that since Jesus 
is a symbolic bridegroom in John 2:1-11 and 3:29, one might anticipate a symbolic 
betrothal in John 4:4—42 (John, 69). 

93 It is not clear whether John 3:16 is spoken by Jesus or added by the Evangelist. 
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beginnings of a family.”* The betrothal of Jacob to Rachel eventually 
results in births (Gen. 29:31—30:24). In a sense, then, Gen. 29 narrates 
the origins of Israel. Similarly, when the Samaritan woman meets 
one greater than Jacob at Jacob’s well, a family of faith is established. 
The citizens of Sychar believe, and receive power to become children 
of God (cf. 1:12). They experience the birth that Jesus describes 
to Nicodemus (3:3-7)." As prophesied by John the Baptist, Jesus 
the bridegroom continues to increase (3:30). His encounter with a 
Samaritan woman produces spiritual offspring. "^ 

John 4:4—42, then, develops John's depiction of Jesus' revelation 
and human response by describing Jesus' interaction with Samaritan 
believers in terms of Gen. 29:1—20. The story about Israel's origins 
through the patriarch Jacob provides the outline for a story about the 
origins of belief in one greater than Jacob among Jacob's Samaritan 
descendants. It provides an exquisite setting for the depiction of the 
Jewish Messiah Jesus, who draws sacrilegious Samaritans to himself. 
It also illustrates six Johannine themes. The betrothal-scene features of 
drinking water and the traveler's self-disclosure help to portray Jesus as 
the Christ, the source of eternal life. Themes of testifying, remaining, 
and believing, enacted in the woman's report to her relatives and her 
family's receiving the stranger, characterize the woman as a witness to 
Jesus and the Samaritans as believers who receive her testimony. 
Finally, the theme of the woman's eligibility, effected in the Samaritan 
story by her descent from Jacob and her several previous marriages, 
reveals that the fatherhood of God transcends the ethnic and religious 
distinctions between Jew and Samaritan as portrayed in 2 Kings 17. 
Jacob's apostate offspring become God's faithful children when the 
Johannine Jesus visits Jacob's well. 


Excursus: the Johannine Jesus in Israel's wilderness 


A comparison of John 4 with John 6 both supports and illuminates 
the interpretation of John 4 offered here. John 6 develops several of 
the themes present in John 4, such as eternal life, the fatherhood 
of God, the messianic identity of Jesus, and belief. Whereas John 4 


94 See also Carmichael, “Marriage and the Samaritan Woman," 337; cf. Fehribach, 
Women in the Life of the Bridegroom, 56—58. 

95 See also Carmichael, “Marriage and the Samaritan Woman," 333; Cahill, “Narrative 
Art,” 47. 

96 See also Carmichael, “Marriage and the Samaritan Woman,” 335. 
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elaborates these themes in a Samaritan setting, however, John 6 
concerns a group of Jews. 

In both scenes, the theme of eternal life appears in connection with a 
potent religious symbol. In John 4, Jesus sits by Jacob’s well (4:6), an 
important aspect of Samaritan ancestral heritage. He claims that he 
can give the Samaritan woman living water (5@Kev бу ooi ббор 
Cav) (4:10). The Samaritan woman reminds Jesus of “our ancestor 
(tob латрӧс̧ Т1нФу) Jacob, who gave (ёбокєу)” her people the well 
and drank from it himself (4:12). Jesus, however, proposes to infuse this 
ancestral relic with life. He explains to the Samaritan woman that 
everyone who drinks water from Jacob's well will thirst again, but that 
those who drink the water that he will give (босо) will have eternal 
life (боту aióviov) (4:13-14). His offer elicits an eager response 
from the woman: “Sir, give me this water (Kúpte, бос pot toOto TO 
060p)" (4:15). 

The same dynamics, reinforced by much of the same vocabulary, 
operate in John 6. Jesus has just fed a crowd (6:1—14), recalling an 
important aspect of Jewish ancestral heritage: God's provision of 
manna in the wilderness. He admonishes the crowd to work “for the 
food that endures for eternal life (Cav aimviov), which the Son of 
Man will give you (utv dm@081)” (6:27). The Jews remind Jesus that 
“our ancestors (ot matépeg Nav) ate the manna in the wilderness" 
(6:31). Jesus, however, proposes to infuse this ancestral tradition with 
life. His Father can give (6 nathp pov дібосту) true bread from 
heaven — bread that gives life (Gor|v 51600c) to the world (6:32-33). 
He later explains to the Jews that their ancestors ate manna and died, 
but the one who eats the true bread from heaven “will live forever 
(GChosgt eig tov aidva)” (6:49-50, 58). His offer elicits an eager 
response from the crowd: “Sir, give us this bread always (Kópie, 
тдутотв 80с Hiv tov &ptov тотоу)” (6:34). 

Both John 4 and John 6 involve the same wordplay on “father 
(matnp).” As we have seen, the Samaritan woman in John 4 makes 
two references to her ancestry: опе to “our ancestor (тоб matpdc Tiv) 
Jacob" (4:12) and one to “our ancestors (oi natépes Tfjv)" who 
worshiped on Mount Gerizim (4:20). This enables Jesus to distinguish 
worship by Samaritan ancestors (oi matépeg fiv) from worship of 
the Father (6 nathp), whom “true (GAnO1voi) worshipers” will worship 
in spirit and in truth (4:21—24). 


97 See also Pancaro, Law, 477; Ridderbos, Gospel According to John, 156—57. 
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Likewise, the crowd in John 6 displays a concern with “our ancestors 
(ol natépes Tiv)" who ate the manna (6:31). According to Jesus, 
however, “it is my Father (6 mathp pov) who gives you the true 
(QXm0ivóv) bread from heaven" (6:32). In John 6, as in John 4, the 
traditions of “the ancestors (oi matépsc)” are contrasted to true 
(GAn91v6c) worship and the true (@АтӨубс) bread from “the Father 
(6 nathp).””® 

John 4 and John 6 share a concern with Jesus’ identity. Initially, his 
words and actions lead to the supposition that he is a prophet. Jesus’ 
remark about the six men in her life causes the Samaritan woman to 
declare, “Sir, I see that you аге a prophet (трофтүттүс)” (4:19). Simi- 
larly, his miraculous feeding of a large crowd results in the belief that 
“This is indeed the prophet (6 трофтТүттүс) who is to come into the 
world" (6:14). Eventually, Jesus’ messianic identity is affirmed. Jesus 
himself reveals his identity to the Samaritan woman. In response to 
her statement, “I know that Messiah is coming,” Jesus replies, “I am he” 
(4:25-26). In John 6, the confession of Jesus’ messianic identity falls 
to Peter: “We have come to believe and know that you are the Holy 
One of God” (6:69). 

Finally, both John 4 and John 6 are interested in belief as a response 
to Jesus. In John 4, Jesus’ offer of eternal life, his affirmations about 
his Father, and his revelation of his identity lead to widespread belief: 
“Many Samaritans from that city believed (ér(otevoav) in him" (4:39; 
cf. vv. 41—42). The Galilean crowd, however, remains skeptical. Jesus 
reminds them, “You have seen me and yet do not believe (ob 
тїстєїо&т&)” (6:36). He acknowledges that even some of his disciples 
“do not believe (ob miotevbovotv)” (6:64). In the end, Simon Peter 
speaks for the twelve: “We have come to believe (memitotevKapEv)” 
(6:69). Upon learning that Jesus identifies himself with the manna from 
heaven, the Galilean crowd is less ready to accept his offer of eternal 
life. Jesus has come to his own people, and his own people have not 
accepted him (cf. John 1:11). On the other hand, to the Samaritans, 
"who received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to 
become children of God" (John 1:12). 


98 See also Pancaro, Law, 477. 

99 Here the crowd is almost certainly thinking of the prophet foretold by Moses in 
Deut. 18:15-22. Jesus has just fed them with bread; surely he is the prophet like Moses, 
through whom God provided manna in the wilderness. See also Pancaro, Law, 478. 
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THE GLORIFICATION OF THE 
BRIDEGROOM-MESSIAH: ALLUSIONS 
TO SONG 1:12 AND SONG 3:1-4 


John 2:1—4:42 introduces Jesus as the bridegroom-Messiah. At Cana in 
Galilee (2:1-11), he provides abundant wine for a wedding feast, 
assuming the role of the bridegroom and fulfilling messianic proph- 
есу. At Aenon in Judea (3:22-30), John the Baptist hints that Jesus is 
the bridegroom foretold by Jeremiah. At Sychar in Samaria (4:4— 42), 
Jesus imitates Jacob at the well and establishes a family of faith. As 
Jesus reveals his messianic identity, he gains more and more followers. 
His disciples believe in him (2:11), people flock to be baptized by 
him (3:23, 30), and the citizens of Sychar declare that he is the Savior 
of the world (4:42). In terms of John 1:11—13, many receive him, 
believe in his name, and become God’s children. 

John 4:43—10:42 continues with the program outlined in John 1:11— 
13 and initiated in John 1:19-4:42. After Jesus leaves Samaria, how- 
ever, he faces more rejection than reception. A few come to believe, 
such as the royal official (4:53) and the man born blind (9:35-38). 
Most, however, do not accept Jesus. They argue with him about his 
identity and his mission (5:1—47; 6:1—71; 7:1-52; 8:12-59; 9:13-41; 
10:22—39) and they look for an opportunity to do away with him (7:1, 
44; 8:20, 59; 10:31, 39). He comes to his own, and his own do not 
receive him. 

In John 11-12, a transition occurs. With the raising of Lazarus, Jesus’ 
own death and resurrection come to the fore. Then, as Jesus enters 
Jerusalem, the narrative begins to focus both on the circumstances 
that lead to his execution as well as on the implications of his departure 
for his disciples. John’s final two references to marriage texts emerge 
in this context. In John 12:3, an allusion to Song 1:12 portrays Jesus as 
the bridegroom-Messiah facing crucifixion. Lastly, an allusion to Song 
3:1—4 in John 20:1, 11—18 provides the format for Mary Magdalene’s 
recognition of the risen and ascending Lord. 
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The king on the couch 


By the end of John 11, Jesus’ opponents have formulated a plan. 
Because Jesus has raised Lazarus from the dead, they fear that everyone 
will believe in him, thus prompting the Romans to destroy both the 
temple and the nation (11:48). Now the narrative moves inexorably 
towards Jesus’ execution. After the council conspires to put Jesus to 
death (11:53), he withdraws for a while to Ephraim, a town near the 
wilderness (11:54). Six days before Passover, however, he returns to 
Bethany, where they celebrate his arrival with a dinner (12:1—2). As 
Jesus reclines at table with Lazarus, *Mary took a pound of costly 
perfume made of pure nard, anointed Jesus’ feet, and wiped them with 
her hair. The house was filled with the fragrance of the perfume" (12:3). 

Several texts have been proposed as allusive referents for this scene. 
Hanson suggests that John 12 evokes Hag. 2:6—9, a passage that never 
mentions marriage: 


For thus says the Lord of hosts: Once again, in a little while, 
I will shake the heavens and the earth and the sea and the dry 
land; and I will shake all the nations, so that the treasure of all 
nations shall come, and I will fill this house with splendor, says 
the Lonp of hosts. The silver is mine, and the gold is mine, says 
the Lorp of hosts. The latter splendor of this house shall be 
greater than the former, says the Lorp of hosts; and in this 
place I will give prosperity, says the Lord of hosts. 


Hanson points out six parallels between Hag. 2:6—9 and John 12. 
First, both are associated with a character called “Jesus” or “Joshua” 
(Hag. 2:4; John 12:1). Second, the thundering voice from heaven in 
John 12:28—29 is reminiscent of the shaking in Hag. 2:6—7. Third, the 
Greeks who seek Jesus in John 12:20 are like the nations who bring 
their treasure in Hag. 2:7. Fourth, the fragrance that fills the house in 
John 12:3 calls to mind the splendor that fills the house in Hag. 2:7. 
Fifth, Judas' concern for money in John 12:4—6 parallels the silver and 
gold mentioned in Hag. 2:8. Finally, God glorifies Jesus as fore- 
shadowed in John 12:23, just as he restores the temple in Hag. 2:9. 
Hanson concludes that John understands Hag. 2:6—9 as a prophecy of 
Jesus' death, burial, and resurrection, as well as Gentile inclusion, 
and accordingly alludes to it in John 12.' 


! Hanson, Interpretation of Scripture, 118-21. 
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This proposed allusion, however, lacks sufficient verbal correspond- 
ence and rhetorical emphasis. Two of the suggested parallels do not 
even display convincing circumstantial correspondence. First, the 
“voice from heaven" that reminds bystanders of “thunder” or the voice 
of “an angel" — a loud noise overheard by a local crowd — does not 
immediately call to mind the physical shaking of “the heavens and the 
earth and the sea and the dry land" (Hag. 2:6). Second, Judas' concern 
with “denarii” and “the common purse" (John 12:4—6) seems to have 
very little to do with the "silver" and the “gold” claimed by Israel's God 
(Hag. 2:8). 

As for the four parallels that do contain similar circumstances, verbal 
correspondence is scant. According to John 12:3, “The house was filled 
with the fragrance of the perfume (ў бё oikia érAnpó0n ёк тїс 
осрӣс TOD ророо).” In Hag. 2:7, God declares, “I will fill this house 
with splendor (nA) ow tov oikóv тодтоу боётүс).” In John 12:23, 28, 
the Son of Man is “glorified (6052001])" by the Father. In Hag. 2:9, 
God restores “the splendor (ў боёш) of the temple.” In these two cases, 
three words are similar but not exactly the same (oikia and oikóg; 
TANPOM and лірллти; óta and боёо). A third circumstantial 
parallel has no verbal correspondence: whereas John 12:20 refers to 
“Greeks ((EJXnvéc)," Hag. 2:7 mentions “nations (£0vn)." Only one 
word is repeated verbatim: John 12 is about "Jesus (Inootc)” (John 
12:1); Hag. 2:6—9 is addressed to “Joshua ('Ircoóc)" (Hag. 2:4). 

Of these four verbal similarities, two are not compelling. John's 
mention of Jesus is by no means a direct reminder of Haggai's Joshua, 
and Jesus’ glorification in John 12:23, 28 hardly constitutes an unquali- 
fied reference to the splendor of the temple in Hag. 2:9. Moreover, these 
supposed allusions to Haggai are so scattered throughout John 12 as 
to render them virtually unrecognizable. The closest similarity exists 
between John 12:3 and Hag. 2:7, in which the cognates oikío/oikóg 
and mAnpow/nipnAn are used to describe the filling of a house. 
Another, stronger allusion must be sought. 

Winsor observes a number of possible connections between John 
12:3 and the Song of Songs.” Only two of them, however, consist of 
more than one parallel. One of these links John 12:3 to Song 7:5 (6): 
“Your head crowns you like Carmel, and your flowing locks are like 
purple; a king is held captive in the tresses." Winsor proposes this 
allusion because in both John 12:3 and Song 7:5 (6), a “king [is] the 


? See above, pp. 9—10. 
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object of the hair's ‘action.’”’ In Song 7:5 (6), the king is enthralled by 
his lover’s tresses; in John 12:3, Mary of Bethany wipes the Messiah’s 
perfumed feet with her hair. 

Although both passages do feature somewhat similar circumstances, 
they do not feature similar words. Most significantly, whereas John 
mentions Mary's “hair” (тоїс 0pi&iv обттс), the Song of Songs refers 
to the woman's “tresses” (napadpopaic). Moreover, the hair performs 
a different action in each text. Song of Songs 7:5 (6) concerns allure, 
while John 12:3 involves anointing. Neither verbal nor circumstan- 
tial correspondence between John 12:3 and Song 7:5 (6) suffices to 
constitute an allusion. 

A much better case can be made for an allusion to Song 1:12, “While 
the king was on his couch, my nard gave forth its fragrance." This 
allusion, proposed by Winsor as well as by Cambe, Jacques Winandy, 
Bauer, and Origen before her, is marked by a slight but significant 
verbal correspondence." There are only two exact verbal parallels. Their 
striking nature, however, makes up for their small number. The first of 
these is the term vaépdoc. Mary of Bethany anoints Jesus with “а pound 
of costly perfume made of рше пага (Aitpav ророо vapdsov TLOTIKIG 
xoAvtípov)."? Ndpóoc appears in the LXX only in the Song of Songs: 
twice in Song 4:13-14, and once in Song 1:12, which refers to “my 
пага (у®рбос pov). "^ 

The second verbal parallel is the word дорӣ. In John 12:3, “the 
fragrance of the perfume (tfjg óopnfig toO pópov)" fills the house. 
"Осу commonly occurs in the LXX with reference to the pleasing 
odor of a sacrifice (e.g., Gen. 8:21; Exod. 29:18; Lev. 1:9, 13, 17; 2:2). 
Only four times does it indicate the fragrance of perfume. Three of 
those references are found in Song 1:3-4 and Jer. 25:10. They all 
contain a variation of the phrase óc] ророо, as found in John 12:3. 
The reference in Jer. 25:10 is particularly interesting, as it occurs in one 


2 Winsor, A King Is Bound, 22. 

3 Origen, Comm. Cant. 2.9; Bauer, Johannes-Evangelium, 159, Winandy, Cantique, 60 
and “Cantique et le NT,” 166; Cambe, “Influence du Cantique,” 15—17; Winsor, A King Is 
Bound, 22-23, 25—27. See also Feuillet, “Recherche du Christ,” 106—7 and Mystere de 
l'amour divin, 231; Fehribach, Women in the Life of the Bridegroom, 93. 

5 The word у®рбою was omitted by the original copyist of p*$, as well as in D and Old 
Latin manuscripts. It is possible that it was added in an attempt to harmonize John 12:3 
with Mark 14:3. On the other hand, external evidence clearly favors its inclusion. Its 
omission can be explained as an attempt to harmonize this part of the verse with its final 
clause, where у®рбос is not mentioned. 

See also Cambe, "Influence du Cantique," 16; Winsor, A King Is Bound, 23. 
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of the prophet’s oracles about the bridegroom and the bride.’ The only 
time that the perfume is identified as nard, however, is in Song 1:12." 

These striking verbal parallels are reinforced by several instances 
of circumstantial correspondence. In fact, every detail of characters, 
setting, and plot in Song 1:12 — the king on the couch, the woman, her 
пага (vépdoc), and its fragrance (дорӯ) — is recapitulated in John 12:3. 
The details of the woman’s nard and its fragrance receive special 
emphasis in John’s account. The anointing story begins at John 12:1, 
where a change of time (лро £& hpEp@v то? ласо) and place (sic 
BnôOaviav) signal the opening of a new scene. It ends at John 12:11, as 
the next episode begins in John 12:12 with a similar shift in time (tÀ 
ёлоор1оу) and place (sic "IepooóAopo). The rhetorical unit of John 
12:1-11 is composed of three distinct parts. The first part sets the scene 
and describes the action that precipitates the conflict (12:1—3). The 
second part involves the confrontation between Jesus and Judas 
(12:4 —8), and the third introduces the plot to kill Lazarus (12:9-11). 

The allusion to Song 1:12 occurs in the first part, John 12:1—3. The 
details of the woman's nard and the release of its fragrance are placed 
at the end of this unit. They follow the reappearance of three figures 
from the previous chapter: Lazarus, Martha, and Mary (11:1—44). 
Verses 2—3 describe what each of these familiar characters does at the 
feast. The actions of Martha and Lazarus receive a rather cursory 
description: Martha serves, and Lazarus reclines. Mary's deed, how- 
ever, constitutes the climax of the rhetorical unit, and rates a detailed 
delineation. It takes five words to describe the perfume alone (Aitpav 
ророо vapdov miotiKkfjg лолотіцоо). Mary both anoints the feet of 
Jesus and wipes them with her hair. Finally, in a clause set off by a post- 
positive бё, John indicates that the fragrance of the perfume filled the 
house. 

John's stress on the fragrance of the perfume serves to exaggerate 
its superfluity. This detail seems somewhat unnecessary within the 
context of John's story. It certainly makes sense that an expensive 
ointment would emit a strong odor. The smell, however, is never 
explicitly linked to any other aspect of the account, such as Mary's 
extravagance or Judas' outrage. The account would stand without the 
clause that describes it. This extra detail helps to signal an allusion to 
Song 1:12. 


7 See below, p. 117. 
8 See also Cambe, “Influence du Cantique,” 16—17; Winsor, A King Is Bound, 26. 


84 The Bridegroom Messiah and the People of God 


It is significant that this detail is not included in other versions of 
the same story. All three Synoptic Gospels report that Jesus was 
anointed by a woman (Mark 14:3—9; Matt. 26:6—13; Luke 7:36—50). 
John’s anointing story agrees with the Synoptic accounts — and espe- 
cially with Mark’s version — on several points.’ First, the anointing 
occurred at Bethany (Mark 14:3; John 12:1; cf. Matt. 26:6). Second, 
Jesus was at table (Mark 14:3; John 12:2; cf. Luke 7:36). Third, the 
woman used costly ointment (Mark 14:3; John 12:3; cf. Matt. 26:7; 
Luke 7:37). Fourth, the costly ointment was “of pure пага (uvpov 
vepdov лістікс”) (Mark 14:3; John 12:3). Fifth, someone present 
contended that the ointment should have been sold for three hundred 
denarii and the proceeds given to the poor (Mark 14:4—5; John 12:4—6; 
cf. Matt. 26:8—9). Sixth, Jesus defended the woman's action, reminding 
its detractors that whereas they will always have the poor, they will not 
always have Jesus (Mark 14:6-7; John 12:7-8; cf. Matt. 26:10—11).'? 
Seventh, Jesus viewed the anointing as a preparation for his burial 
(Mark 14:8; John 12:7; cf. Matt. 26:12). John's account even contains 
a curious agreement with Luke’s: the woman anoints Jesus’ feet and 
wipes them with her hair (Luke 7:38; John 12:3).'' Clearly, John has 
inherited a tradition known also to Mark, and duplicated in part by 
Matthew. In addition, he is cognizant of a detail known also to Luke. 

None of the Synoptic accounts, however, mentions the ointment's 
fragrance. John has either added or retained this particular detail. When 
he recounts this tradition, he does so in terms of Song 1:12, making 
special mention of the fragrance. 

Circumstantial correspondence between John 12:3 and Song 1:12 is 
not limited to that between the women with their fragrant nard. The 
men are also quite similar. For one thing, both assume the same posture. 
In Song 1:12, the man reclines “on his couch (év йуакМое1 abdtob).” 
That Jesus also reclines on a couch is implied by John's report that 
“Lazarus was one of those at the table (ёк t@v àvakewiévov)" with 
Jesus (v. 2). John's wording is only slightly reminiscent of that in 
the Song, and it is not at all clear that the couch in Song 1:12 is just 


? T assume that Matthew and Luke rely heavily, if not exclusively, on Mark's version 
of the story. 

10 John 12:8 is missing from D as well as from certain Latin and Syriac versions. This 
omission is not easily explained. Indeed, its presence in the vast majority of witnesses may 
result from an early attempt to harmonize John's anointing story with the Matthean and 
Markan accounts (Bruce M. Metzger, A Textual Commentary on the Greek New Testament 
[Stuttgart: United Bible Societies, 1971], 236—37). Regardless, Jesus still defends Mary in 
John 12:7, just as he defends the woman in Mark 14:4 and Matt. 26:10. 

!! See also Dodd, Historical Tradition, 162-73; Brown, John I-XII, 450. 
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for eating dinner. Nevertheless, the resemblance between the reclining 
men is hard to mistake. ^ 

Even subtler is the unstated correspondence between Jesus and 
the man in the Song. According to Song 1:12, the man on the couch 
is “the king (6 Вос1ће0с),” the royal bridegroom introduced in Song 
1:1-4. That Jesus is a king is never stated in John 12:1-8, but that 
Jesus is the Messiah constitutes one of the major concerns of John's 
narrative. ^ Furthermore, John 2:1—4:42 has established that Jesus is a 
bridegroom. Both Jesus and the king of Song 1:12 are portrayed as royal 
bridegrooms. 

Recognition of these unstated similarities leads to an interesting 
reading of John 12:1-8. John's superfluous reference to fragrance 
does not require interpretation; it simply helps to signal the presence 
of the allusion. The other corresponding elements in Song 1:12 then 
enhance Johannine themes in the anointing scene that foreshadows 
the Messiah's death. First, Jesus' role as the king on the couch once 
more identifies him as a bridegroom-Messiah. Second, a woman's nard 
on his feet becomes a harbinger of his impending burial. 


The king 


The circumstantial correspondence between the reclining man of 
Song 1:12 and the reclining Jesus in John 12:3 implies an unstated 
correspondence: like the man in Song 1:12, Jesus is a king.'* This 
similarity is easy to recognize, since the Gospel has consistently reiter- 
ated Jesus’ royal identity.’ Indeed, Nathanael has specifically ac- 
claimed Jesus “the King of Israel” (1:49). Jesus’ messianic identity is 
also highlighted in the episodes immediately preceding and following 
the anointing scene. The centerpiece of the Lazarus story (11:1—44) is 
Martha’s confession, “Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the Messiah, 
the Son of God, the one coming into the world” (11:27). Then, in John 
12:13, Jesus is proclaimed “King of Israel” as he rides into Jerusalem 
on a donkey’s colt (12:12-19). 

Jesus resembles the man in Song 1:12 not only in that he is a king, but 
also in that he is a bridegroom. As we have seen, he has been portrayed 
as a bridegroom-Messiah in John 2:1-11, 3:22-30, and 4:4-42.'^ He 


See also Cambe, "Influence du Cantique," 16; Winsor, A King Is Bound, 22. 

13 See also Winsor, A King Is Bound, 22. 

For a discussion of the messianic significance of Song 1:12, see below, рр. 111—15. 
See above, pp. 38—39. 

16 See above, pp. 47—49, 57-58, 72—73. 
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has assumed the role of the messianic provider of abundant wine, the 
bridegroom of Jer. 33:10—11, and Jacob at the well. Now his similarity 
to the royal bridegroom of the Song of Songs reaffirms that he is a 
bridegroom-Messiah. 


The woman’s nard 


Just as Jesus assumes the role of the Song’s bridegroom, so Mary of 
Bethany is portrayed as the Song’s bride. John implicitly identifies 
her with the (presumably female) speaker of Song 1:12. Some scholars 
even argue that, since the Song’s bride can be understood as a symbol 
for the people of God, then Mary of Bethany, in the role of the bride, 
represents the church." 

This argument cannot be made with respect to John's implied author, 
however. Nothing in the narrative clearly indicates that John under- 
stands the Song of Songs as an allegory about Jesus and the church. In 
addition, nothing else about Mary of Bethany indicates that she is a 
representative figure for John's implied author and audience. She pos- 
sesses no distinctive traits and she is not explicitly associated with any 
group. John's implied author is not so much interested in Mary's 
symbolic role as in the significance of her deed. 

Like the bride in Song 1:12, Mary bears fragrant nard to a reclining 
royal bridegroom. John's echo, however, transposes the Song's sensu- 
ous tones into a minor key. Mary's nard does more than perfume the 
bower of the king. Jesus wants Mary to "keep it for the day of my 
burial" (v. 7). The scent that Mary has so lavishly poured on Jesus’ feet 
will be saved for use as his embalming fluid. It serves as a shocking 
reminder that this royal bridegroom will die.'* 

Such a reminder is certainly in keeping with the themes of John 
11-12, which more and more emphasize Jesus’ impending doom. The 
threat to Jesus’ life increases in the aftermath of Lazarus’ resuscitation 
(11:45—57). First, Caiaphas the high priest explains to the council that 
Jesus must die for the people. The Evangelist further clarifies that Jesus’ 
death will “gather into one the dispersed children of God” (11:52). 


17 E.g., Cambe, “Influence du Cantique," 25; Fehribach, Women in the Life of the 
Bridegroom, 93. 

18 Cf. also Hoskyns, Fourth Gospel, 484; Dodd, Interpretation, 370; Lightfoot, 
St. John’s Gospel, 236—37; Brown, John I-XII, 454; Lindars, Gospel of John, 414. Some 
recognize John 12:1-8 as a royal anointing (see, e.g., Barrett, Gospel According to 
St. John, 341). In my view, the royal element lies not in the anointing, but rather in Jesus* 
role as the king on the couch. 
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When Jesus takes cover in Ephraim in response to the council’s plan 
to have him executed (11:53—54), the chief priests and Pharisees order 
the people to report his whereabouts so that they can arrest him (11:57). 

After the anointing scene, a private and subtle reminder that Jesus 
the king faces imminent death, comes a public acclamation of Jesus 
as king immediately followed by a public prophecy of his impending 
crucifixion. The story of Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem stresses his royal 
identity (12:12-19). The crowd hails Jesus as “the King of Israel” 
(12:13). Jesus then tacitly acknowledges their claim by sitting on a 
donkey’s colt, thus evoking a prophecy concerning a coming king 
(12:15; cf. Zech. 9:9). In the very next scene, the arrival of some Greeks 
prompts Jesus to reflect on his fate (12:20—36). He declares the arrival 
of the hour (12:23), implicitly likening his death to that of a grain of 
wheat (12:24 —25). He purposefully faces this hour, affirming that his 
crucifixion will glorify the Father's name (12:27—28; cf. 11:4), cast out 
the ruler of this world (12:31), and draw all people to himself (12:32).? 

Jesus' predictions in turn prompt an important question from the 
crowd: if the Messiah remains forever, why must he die (12:34)? 
Apparently, the death of the Messiah defies their expectations. If Jesus 
must die, they cannot believe that he is the Messiah. John's continued 
affirmations that Jesus is the Messiah who knowingly faces death 
address this problem for the Gospel’s audience. Jesus’ crucifixion is a 
necessary component of his messianic mission. Indeed, Jesus has al- 
ready informed the crowd that the Messiah must die in order to remain 
forever. As a grain of wheat must fall into the earth before it bears 
fruit, so his death will result in eternal life (12:24 —25; cf. 11:25-26). 

Accordingly, John reinforces Jesus' messianic identity at his trial 
and crucifixion (18:33-19:22)? This section of John's passion narra- 
tive begins with Pilate's question, “Are you the King of the Jews?” 
(18:33) and ends with a dispute over Pilate's inscription, “Jesus of 
Nazareth, the King of the Jews" (19:19—22). The scenes surrounded 
by this royal inclusio focus on Jesus' messianic identity. First comes 
a discussion between Jesus and Pilate concerning Jesus’ kingship 
(18:33-38). Next, Pilate ironically refers to Jesus as “the King of the 
Jews” in his address to Jesus’ accusers (18:39). John follows up this 
reference with still more irony as soldiers array Jesus in a royal robe and 
a crown of thorns and then strike his face, acclaiming him “King of the 
Jews" (19:2-3). 


19 See also Culpepper, Anatomy, 94. 
20 See also Moloney, Gospel of John, 493; Winsor, A King Is Bound, 22. 
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What really frightens Pilate about Jesus is not his messianic preten- 
sion but rather his claim to be the Son of God (19:4). This claim 
prompts another round of interrogation, in which Jesus reminds Pilate 
that all human authority comes from God (19:8-11). Not even Pilate 
has power over Jesus (cf. 14:30). When Pilate tries once again to release 
Jesus, Jesus’ accusers remind him that Jesus’ royal claims challenge the 
authority of the emperor (19:12). 

Since Jesus is tried as a messianic pretender, he is also condemned 
and crucified as a messianic pretender. Twice more, Pilate ironically 
introduces Jesus to the Jews as their “king.” Even more ironically, 
Jesus’ accusers respond by rejecting this “king” and swearing alle- 
giance to Caesar (19:14—15). The final irony is Pilate’s inscription, 
telling the world in three languages that the crucified man is “the King 
of the Jews" (19:19-22).”' 

John thus aptly foreshadows the death of the Messiah as portrayed in 
John 12:12-36; 18:33-19:22 by alluding to Song 1:12 in his anointing 
story. John's association of the reclining Jesus with the Song's king 
on the couch reaffirms Jesus' royal identity, while Mary's fragrant 
nard heralds his impending crucifixion. Jesus, the bridegroom-Messiah, 
is anointed with perfume intended for his burial. 


Recognizing the risen Lord 


Jesus is buried in a garden tomb near the site of his crucifixion (John 
19:41—42). Early in the morning after the Sabbath, Mary Magdalene 
arrives at the tomb and notices that the stone has been removed. Several 
aspects of the ensuing episode have been proposed as echoes of the 
Song of Songs. They include the garden (19:41), the dark setting (20:1), 
Mary's search for the missing Jesus (20:2, 11—15), her looking into 
the tomb (20:11; cf. 20:5), her conversation with the angels (20:12-13), 
her turning (20:14, 16), her sudden encounter with Jesus (20:14—16), 
their mutual recognition (20:16), and her holding him (20:17). 

Some of these proposed allusions consist of just one parallel element. 
For example, Schneiders notes that the word лоароколто appears in 
John 20:5, John 20:11, and Song 2:92? Apart from this word, however, 


?! For further discussion of royal imagery in John's passion narrative, see Wead, 
Literary Devices, 55—59; Culpepper, Anatomy, 172; Duke, Irony, 126—37; Donald Senior, 
The Passion of Jesus in the Gospel of John (The Passion Series 4; Collegeville: Liturgical 
Press, 1991), 79-105. 

22 Schneiders, “Resurrection Narrative," I::407-8 and “Easter Jesus," 161. See also 
Reinhartz, Befriending the Beloved Disciple, 108. 
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the Beloved Disciple’s and Mary Magdalene’s looking into the tomb 
does not closely resemble a lover’s looking in at the window. Schnei- 
ders also compares John 20:16, “Jesus said to her, ‘Mary!’ She turned 
and said to him in Hebrew, ‘Rabbouni!’ ” to Song 2:16, “My beloved is 
mine and I am his.” This also does not constitute a very strong allusion, 
as no verbal correspondence links these two passages. 

Other detected echoes are somewhat louder. It has been suggested 
that Mary Magdalene's repetitive turning in John 20:14—16 signals ап 
allusion to Song 6:13 (7:1). Feuillet notes (as does Winsor) that John 
fails to give a coherent account of Mary’s orientation.” According to 
John 20:14, Mary first turns away from the angels and towards Jesus 
(gotp&pn). Then, after Jesus addresses her by name, she turns 
(otpadeion) again (20:16). If Mary is already facing Jesus, why does 
she make a second turn? 

Since this second turn seems somewhat awkward in its Johannine 
context, it could be consonant with a precursor text. According to 
Feuillet and Winsor, it may refer to the request made by the daughters 
of Jerusalem in Song 6:13 (7:1), “Return, return (Eniotpsde 
ёлістрефє), O Shulamite! Return, return (ёлістрефє ёлістрефе), 
that we may look upon уоц.”?* Feuillet suggests an interpretation based 
on the insights of André Robert. For Robert, the four-fold repetition of 
the word “return” in Song 6:13 (7:1) contains a two-fold meaning: first 
a physical, then a spiritual return is indicated. ^ According to Feuillet, 
Mary initially seeks to re-establish her relationship with Jesus based 
on sight (John 20:14) and touch (John 20:17). When her efforts fail, she 
learns that she must instead return spiritually in order to establish a 
new relationship with the risen Lord — one mediated by faith and 
sacraments. ^ 

Apart from the repetition of a variant of стрёфо, the proposed 
allusion to Song 6:13 (7:1) is based on only one other similarity: the 
female gender of the verb's subject. Correspondence between Song 6:13 
(7:1) and John 20:1, 11—18 is thus insufficient to support the contention 


23 Feuillet, “Recherche du Christ,” 106; Winsor, A King Is Bound, 37—38. See also 
Lindars, St. John’ s Gospel, 606. 

24 Feuillet, “Recherche du Christ,” 106; Winsor, A King Is Bound, 39. See also 
Schneiders, “Resurrection Narrative," 1:417—22. 

?5 André Robert and Raymond Tournay, Le Cantique des Cantiques (Ebib; Paris: 
Gabalda, 1963), 248-49. 

26 Feuillet, “Recherche du Christ," 99—100, 106. See also his “Тһе Time of the Church 
in St. John,” in Johannine Studies, trans. Thomas E. Crane (Staten Island: Alba House, 
1965), 153. Schneiders offers a similar interpretation (Resurrection Narrative," I:417—22; 
“Easter Jesus,” 162; Written That You May Believe, 196). 
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that John alludes to this verse. Two indications that Mary Magdalene 
“turned (ёсотрафту)” and was “turning (otpadsion),” separated by a 
brief dialogue, are hardly sufficient to evoke the four-fold command 
directed at the Shulamite woman, “’Exiotpede éniotpsds, . . 
éniotpsde ёлістрефє.” The dissonant detail of Mary's turning is 
better explained in Godfrey Nicholson’s dissertation, Death As Depart- 
ure. According to Nicholson, Mary’s turning is consonant with Jesus’ 
turning in John 1:38. Nicholson points out several parallels between 
John 1:38 and 20:11-18. In John 1:38, Jesus turns and sees two dis- 
ciples following. He asks them, “What are you looking for?” They 
reply, “Rabbi, where are you staying?" In John 20:14—16, Mary turns 
and sees Jesus standing there. “Whom are you looking for?” he asks. 
She replies, “Tell me where you have laid him.” Finally, she addresses 
him as “Rabbouni.””’ These two recognition scenes form a neat inclusio 
for the Gospel. 

Cambe and Winsor note several similarities between John 20:1-18 
and another passage from the Song of Songs. According to Winsor, 
John may have associated Mary Magdalene with the figure described in 
Song 8:13: 


О you who dwell in the gardens (6 xo0fjugvoc £v кўлотс), 
my companions are listening for your voice; 
let me hear it. 


Like John's resurrection narrative, Song 8:13 mentions a “garden 
(кӯлос̧)” (John 19:41; 20:15) and a beloved voice that addresses a 
group of companions (John 20:18). To be sure, the LXX depicts the 
garden dweller as a man. In the MT, however, this individual is female 
(mia3 лорд). For Winsor, the allusion indicates the importance of 
Mary's apostolic proclamation: the disciples are listening for a voice 
from the garden that reports, “I have seen the Lord.””* 

Cambe suggests rather that John may associate Jesus with the male 
garden dweller of the LXX. Mary Magdalene would then be identified 
with the speaker, and her companions might be understood as Peter 
and the Beloved Disciple.” In this case, corresponding details between 
Song 8:13 and John 20:1-18 include a man in a garden, a listening 
woman, the man's voice, and the woman's companions — an impressive 
array of parallel circumstances. 


sd Nicholson, Death As Departure, 72; cf. Raymond E. Brown, The Gospel According 
to John XIII-XXI (AB 29A; Garden City: Doubleday, 1970), 1010. 

28 Winsor, A King Is Bound, 43-44. 

29 Cambe, “Influence du Cantique,” 19; see also Joüon, Cantique, 331-32. 
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Nevertheless, if John 20:1—18 does allude to Song 8:13, the allusion 
is rather weak. The circumstantial correspondence does not extend to 
specific details. No one in John’s account listens for the voice either 
of Jesus or of Mary Magdalene. The absence of any other verbal 
correspondence save the setting in a “garden (kfjroc)" also mitigates 
against the plausibility of an allusion. Key words from Song 8:13, such 
as KONA, йкооо, bovfi, and ётоїрос, although appropriate within 
the context of John 20:1—18, never appear. Cambe himself admits that 
the echo is faint, if not improbable. ^ 

Possible allusions to Song 3:1—4 and 5:2-8 are more difficult to 
discount. Among modern interpreters who recognize such allusions 
are Cambe, Hanson, Schneiders, and Winsor (ancient interpreters in- 
clude Hippolytus, The Venerable Bede, and St. John of the Cross). In 
both scenes from the Song, as well as in John 20:1, 11-18, a woman 
searches for her beloved at night. Song of Songs 3:1—4 describes 
her rising from her bed to hunt all over the city, in the streets and in 
the squares. After inquiring of the sentinels, she immediately finds her 
lover. She holds him fast until she has brought him to her mother's 
chamber. In Song 5:2-8, the lover begs to be admitted into the woman's 
bedroom. When she finally gets up and opens the door, he has vanished 
into the night. Desperately she seeks him, enduring a beating from the 
sentinels. In the end, she leaves word for him with her maidens: “I am 
faint with love." 

John 20:1—18 exhibits an interesting verbal similarity with a phrase 
that appears in both Song 3:1—2 and Song 5:6: “I sought him, but did 
not find him (éChtnoa отоду Kat ody £ópov офтобу)” Song of Songs 
3:1—2 gives this phrase strong poetic emphasis, as each verse repeats a 
variation of the couplet: 


éChtnow ov HyarnNoEev ў Vox fi роо, 
sytnoa adtov kai ody £ópov adtov. 


9 Cambe, “Influence du Cantique,” 19. 

M Hippolytus, Eig tò dope, Frag. 15; The Venerable Bede, In Cantica Canticorum; 
St. John of the Cross, Dark Night 2.13.6; Cambe, “Influence du Cantique,” 17—18; Hanson, 
Prophetic Gospel, 228; Schneiders, “Resurrection Narrative,” 1:413—16; Winsor, A King 
Is Bound, 40—43. See also Bauer, Johannes-Evangelium, 159; Feuillet, “Recherche du 
Christ," 103—4 and Mystere de l'amour divin, 231; Brown, John XIII-XXI, 1010; Jaubert, 
“Symbolique des femmes," 117; Nicholson, Death As Departure, 73; Baril, Feminine 
Face, 96—97; Okure, “Commission of Mary Magdalene,” 181; Stibbe, John, 205; Lund- 
bom, “Mary Magdalene," 172-75; Fehribach, Women in the Life of the Bridegroom, 
159-60; D’Angelo, “(Re)Presentations of Women,” 136; Reinhartz, Befriending the 
Beloved Disciple, 108. 
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John first echoes this couplet in v. 2, when Mary Magdalene tells 
Peter and the Beloved Disciple, “They have taken the Lord out of the 
tomb, and we do not (koi ook) know where they have laid him 
(офтоу).” He stresses the allusion by repeating the echo in v. 13, as 
Mary reiterates her story to the two angels: “They have taken away my 
Lord, and I do not (kai ойк) know where they have laid him (офтбу).” 
He generates a final echo with Jesus’ question in v. 15: “Whom are you 
looking for (tiva бтүтєїс)?”?” In John 20:1-18, as in Song 3:1-2 and 
Song 5:6, a woman looks (Cntém) for her man, and she cannot (xoi 
офк) locate him (отоу). 

These faint yet insistent verbal echoes are reinforced by a number of 
circumstantial parallels. Song of Songs 3:1—4, Song 5:2-8, and John 
20:1—18 share the same basic plot: a woman seeks a missing man in 
the dark. The bride of Song 3:1—4 and 5:2-8 looks all over the city at 
night for her lover, and Mary Magdalene approaches Jesus’ tomb while 
it is still dark.” No additional verbal correspondence supports these 
connections. Song of Songs 3:1—4 and 5:2-8 take place “at night (év 
voEiv)" (Song 3:1; cf. 5:2), while John's resurrection narrative opens 
"early . . . while it was still dark (лрої oxotiag £u obons)” (John 
20:1). Jesus is never named “the one whom my soul loves 
(Оу hyánnoev ў фохӣ роо)” as is the missing man in Song 3:1-4, 
or “beloved (ü6gA41666)," as in Song 5:2-8. Still, the rhetorical em- 
phasis placed on the darkness and on Mary's search for the missing 
Jesus lends support to the possibility of an allusion. 

Song of Songs 5:2-8 alone features two additional details that have 
been linked to John 20:1—18. According to Hanson, the myrrh that drips 
from the woman's fingers (Song 5:5) may correlate with the ointment 
that Mary presumably brought to the tomb (John 20:1). Furthermore, 
both Hanson and Winsor point out that the bride and Mary Magdalene 
each respond to a man's speech. In Song 5:6, the bride's soul fails her 


32 A few witnesses (including A” and D) attribute this question to the angels in v. 13. 

53 Cf. also Cambe, "Influence du Cantique," 18; Reinhartz, Befriending the Beloved 
Disciple, 108. Martin Scott argues rather that Mary's search is patterned after the search 
for wisdom as expressed in Prov. 8:17: “Those who seek (Ётүтобутєс) me diligently find 
me" (Sophia and the Johannine Jesus [JSNTSup 71; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1992], 232). 
John 20:1-18, however, is more reminiscent of the Song of Songs with its searching 
woman and missing man than of Prov. 8 with its beckoning woman. 

34 Cambe also remarks on this similarity with regard to Song 3:1 (“Influence du 
Cantique," 17-18), while Winsor adds the same observation concerning Song 5:2 
(A King Is Bound, 41). 

33 Hanson, Prophetic Gospel, 228. 
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when her lover speaks. In John 20:16, Jesus calls Mary by name, 
causing Mary to turn and say, "Rabbouni!" "^ 

Details that have been detected in both John 20:1—18 and Song 5:2-8 
thus include a dark setting, a woman's search for a missing man, myrrh, 
and the woman's response to the man's speech. These corresponding 
details are not sufficient to establish that John alludes to all or part of 
Song 5:2-8, however. For one thing, the proposed connection between 
John 20:1 and Song 5:5 is somewhat weak. John never mentions that 
Mary was bringing myrrh to the tomb. Hanson acknowledges this, but 
suggests that an audience familiar with Synoptic tradition would have 
assumed that she had come to anoint Jesus' body (cf. Mark 16:1; Luke 
24:1).7 John's implied author, however, never makes this connection 
explicit. 

Furthermore, John 20:16 does not offer a strong echo of Song 5:6. 
Although both involve a speaking man and a responding woman, the 
bride's response differs from that of Mary Magdalene. The bride 
evinces an emotional reaction. Her soul fails her. She is so overcome 
she can barely breathe. On the other hand, John makes no mention of 
Mary Magdalene's soul. Hanson infers that Mary's turning and exclam- 
ation indicate her astonishment, while Winsor asserts that the turning 
expresses a profound emotional upheaval. ^ John, however, does not 
explicitly describe Mary's emotional state, nor does he clearly associate 
it with that of the bride in Song 5:6. 

A woman's nocturnal search for a missing man thus provides the only 
direct correspondence between John 20:1—18 and Song 5:2-8. This in 
itself is not enough to indicate an allusion. Significant differences in 
plot further decrease the likelihood that John alludes to Song 5:2-8. The 
Song's sleeping woman, beckoning man, intervening door, and abusive 
sentinels never appear in John's resurrection narrative. Most import- 
antly, the woman in Song 5:2-8 never finds her lover. Unlike Mary's 
search, hers is not resolved. 

Song of Songs 3:1—4 features more details that correspond more 
closely. Along with the nocturnal setting, the searching woman, and 
the missing man, three other patent similarities link it to John 20:1—18. 
One is the woman's encounter with a peaceable third party. The Song's 
bride shares her predicament with the sentinels (Song 3:3); Mary 


56 Tbid.; Winsor, A King Is Bound, 41. 
37 Hanson, Prophetic Gospel, 228. 
38 Ibid.; Winsor, A King Is Bound, 43. 
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explains to two angels that Jesus’ body is missing (John 20:12-13).? 
The angels do not even bother to inform her that Jesus has risen. 
Like the sentinels of Song 3:3, they simply listen to Mary’s complaint. 

A second similarity is the woman’s sudden discovery of the missing 
man. Immediately upon leaving the sentinels, the bride finds her be- 
loved. “Scarcely had I passed them,” she sings, “when I found him 
whom my soul loves” (Song 3:4). Likewise, when Mary turns away 
from the angels, she sees the risen Jesus. John makes the sudden 
nature of this encounter quite explicit: “When she had said this, she 
turned around and saw Jesus standing there” (John 20:14). 

Third, both stories refer to the woman’s holding the man. In Song 
3:4, the bride declares, “I held him (ёкрбттсо офтду) and would not 
let him go until I brought him into my mother’s house, and into the 
chamber of her that conceived me.” In John 20:17, Jesus warns Mary, 
“Do not hold me (uh роо &rtov), for I have not yet ascended to the 
Father."*' This similarity lacks verbal correspondence: the Song uses 
the verb kporéo, while John prefers the middle voice of блто. Still, 
the similar circumstances are difficult to ignore. 

Dissonance draws even further attention to the parallel between John 
20:17 and Song 3:4. The negative particle nf] used with the present 
imperative prohibits either an action that is already taking place or an 
attempt at such action.” J ohn, however, describes neither the action nor 
the attempt. Jesus' prohibition immediately follows Mary's cry of 
“Rabbouni” (v. 16), with no intervening indication that Mary is holding 
or trying to hold Jesus in any мау. The dissonance is augmented in the 
very next scene, when Jesus gives Thomas what seems like a contrary 
command: "Put your finger here and see my hands. Reach out your 
hand and put it in my side" (v. 27). 


39 See also Cambe, /nfluence du Cantique, 18; Reinhartz, Befriending the Beloved 
Disciple, 108. 

49 See also Cambe, /nfluence du Cantique, 18; Reinhartz, Befriending the Beloved 
Disciple, 108. 

41 RSV. See also Cambe, /nfluence du Cantique, 18; Reinhartz, Befriending the 
Beloved Disciple, 108; Hanson, Prophetic Gospel, 229; Okure, “Commission of Mary 
Magdalene," 181; Stibbe, John, 205; Lundbom, *Mary Magdalene," 174—75; Winsor, 
A King Is Bound, 40—41; Fehribach, Women in the Life of the Bridegroom, 160. 

42 BDF, § 336, 3. 

43 See especially Winsor, A King Is Bound, 37. Interestingly, a few manuscripts insert 
the phrase “kat тросёбржцву GayaoOat adtod” at the end of v. 16 — evidence that at least 
one copyist also found the transition from v. 16 to v. 17 awkward. Witnesses to this 
emendation include x!, Ө, and Ф. Older and more reliable manuscripts such as N and 
B omit this phrase. This suggests that it was added to ease the transition to v. 17 (Metzger, 
Textual Commentary, 255). 
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Many commentators discuss the difficulties raised by Jesus’ prohib- 
ition in John 20:17, including Marie-Joseph Lagrange and Rudolf 
Schnackenburg.^^ John Bernard finds it so awkward, he suggests that 
uh роо @ттоо is a corruption of рӯ rtóov. ^ Others seek a theological 
explanation. According to Randolph Tasker and Herman Ridderbos, the 
prohibition means that Mary is not to hold Jesus back.^^ Samuel Terrien 
and Gail O’Day understand that Mary is not to control Jesus.” Koester 
understands the prohibition as an indication that visual and tactile 
experience alone will not allow Mary to understand the full meaning 
of the resurrection, while Mary Rose D'Angelo argues that Jesus' 
liminal state does not permit touching." Most commentators simply 
suggest that she must forsake a physical relationship with Jesus for a 
more spiritual one.^^ By contrast, Michael McGehee's “less theological 
reading” depends on an unusual interpretation of the conjunction yap.” 

I argue here that the apparent difficulty of Jesus' prohibition can be 
explained, not by exploring possible variants, theological nuances, or 
esoteric grammar, but by comparing John 20:17 with Song 3:4. Jesus’ 
abrupt prohibition, while creating dissonance within John's resurrection 
narrative, maintains consonance with Song 3:4. An audience listening 
to echoes of Song 3:1—4 in John 20:1-18 is not surprised to learn that 
Mary is holding Jesus. Furthermore, a contrast perhaps prompted by 
Song 3:4 can be detected in Jesus’ enigmatic statement, “I have not yet 
ascended to the Father.””' Whereas the Song's bride intends to carry her 
man off into the chamber of her mother, Mary Magdalene has no such 


44 Lagrange, Evangile selon S. Jean, 511; Schnackenburg, Gospel According to St. 
John, Ш:318. 

2 Bernard, Critical and Exegetical Commentary, 670—71. 
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48 Craig A. Koester, “Hearing, Seeing, and Believing in the Gospel of John,” Bib 70 
(1989), 345; Mary Rose D’Angelo, “A Critical Note: John 20:17 and Apocalypse of 
Moses 31,” JTS 41 (1990), 532-35. 
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299-302. 

51 See also Winsor, A King Is Bound, 42; Reinhartz, Befriending the Beloved Disciple, 
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option. She cannot even hold Jesus, because he is ascending to the 
Father.” 

In addition to these three parallels, Winsor perceives a few less 
obvious similarities. She notes that the tomb (tò uvnpueiov) of John 
20:1-11 resembles the chamber (tò vapiíetov) of Song 3:4. Both are 
small rooms denoted by similar Greek words." In addition, Winsor 
submits that the bride's resolution, “I will rise now (avaothoopat),” in 
Song 3:2 is echoed in Mary Magdalene’s complaint in John 20:13, 
“They have taken away my Lord, and I do not know where they have 
laid him.” Each woman undertakes a personal search for her beloved. In 
an aside, Winsor suggests that the word йуастђсорол imparts irony to 
the intertextual relationship between Song 3:1—4 and John’s resurrec- 
tion narrative. Presumably, the reader is meant to associate the bride's 
arising with Jesus’ resurrection. 

These parallels, however, do not reflect a close correspondence 
between the plots of John 20:1—18 and Song 3:1—4. The tomb of John 
20:1—11 is Jesus’ grave that now stands empty, whereas the chamber in 
Song 3:4 is the private apartment of the bride's mother. The bride's 
resolution in Song 3:2 is not immediately reminiscent of Mary's com- 
plaint in John 20:13; indeed, the only similarity is the use of the first 
person singular. It is also quite different from John's use of the verb 
åviotny in 20:9, “They did not understand the scripture, that he must 
rise (avaothvat) from the dead.” Nothing in John 20:1—18 except for 
Mary's actual search constitutes a clear parallel to Song 3:2, "I will rise 
now and go about the city." 

To summarize the elements that correspond more closely, both 
John 20:1—18 and Song 3:1—4 feature a dark setting, a woman's search 
(Cntém) for a missing man, her inability (kai ойк) to locate him 
(офтоу), her conversation about the problem with a third party, her 
sudden discovery of the man, and her holding him. It is significant that 
most of these elements are missing from Synoptic parallels to John 
20:1-18 (Mark 16:1-8; Matt. 28:1-10; Luke 24:1-11). First of all, 
while all four Gospels explain that Mary Magdalene came to the tomb 
right around sunrise, only John explicitly mentions that it was still 
dark, emphasizing the detail by modifying the adverb лрої with a 
participial phrase of three words: “oKotiag étt обстс” (John 20:1). 
In contrast, Mark describes the time as “very early (Mav тро)” 


52 See also Lundbom, “Mary Magdalene,” 174-75. 
33 Winsor, A King Is Bound, 41—42. 
54 Tbid., 42—43. 
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(Mark 16:2), Matthew simply tells us that the day “was dawning 
(th éxip@oKovon)” (Matt. 28:1), and Luke reports that it was “early 
dawn (ӧрӨроо ВоӨёос)” (Luke 24:1). Second, only John indicates that 
Mary Magdalene came to the tomb alone (John 20:1).^ In Mark, Магу 
Magdalene is joined by another Mary and Salome (Mark 16:1); in 
Matthew, she is accompanied only by “the other Mary” (Matt. 28:1); 
in Luke, the contingent includes Mary Magdalene, Joanna, and Mary 
the mother of James, among others (Luke 24:10). Third, only John 
details Mary Magdalene’s extended search for the body of Jesus, a 
search that takes her from the tomb to the disciples (John 20:1—2) and 
then back to the tomb again, where she looks both inside (John 
20:11-13) and out (John 20:14—15). The women in the Synoptic ac- 
counts are not kept in suspense; when they arrive at the tomb, they are 
immediately informed that Jesus has risen (cf. Mark 16:6; Matt. 28:5; 
Luke 24:5—6). Fourth, only John describes a dialogue between Mary 
and the angels (John 20:13). In the Synoptic accounts, the messengers 
at the tomb simply share the good news of Jesus’ resurrection while the 
women remain silent (Mark 16:6-7; Matt. 28:5-7; Luke 24:5-7). 
Finally, only John includes a vision of angels followed by an abrupt 
encounter with Jesus (John 20:13-14). Indeed, neither Mark nor Luke 
reports that the women meet the risen Jesus at all. In Matt. 28:9, they are 
on their way to convey an angel's message when they run into him. 
Still, Matthew's account does not impart the sense of immediacy found 
in John. Matthew's angel commands the women to report to the dis- 
ciples (Matt. 28:7), so that they are hastening away from the tomb 
(Matt. 28:8) when they meet Jesus. In contrast, John's Mary Magdalene 
just turns around and there he is. 

Interestingly, Matthew contains a second detail missing from Mark 
but common to both John 20:11-18 and Song 3:1-4. According to 
Matthew, the women hold Jesus when they meet him (Matt. 28:9; John 
20:17).°° Matthew even agrees with the Song in using the verb kpatéw 


55 This seems to be contradicted in v. 2: “We do not know where they have laid him." 
Many scholars suggest that the plural “we” recalls an inherited tradition in which several 
women went to the tomb (see, e.g., Brown, John XIII-XXI, 984, 1000). Koester contends 
that here, as elsewhere in the Gospel, an incongruous plural indicates representative 
significance (Koester, Symbolism, 69; see also Edward L. Bode, The First Easter Morn- 
ing: The Gospel Accounts of the Women’s Visit to the Tomb of Jesus [AnBib 45; Rome: 
Biblical Institute, 1970], 73—75; Collins, “Representative Figures," 122-24). 

56 For a detailed comparison of John's resurrection story with its Synoptic parallels, see 
Barnabas Lindars, “The Composition of John xx,” NTS 7 (1960—61): 142-47. Dodd 
contends that both John and Matthew are aware of the tradition that women held the risen 
Jesus (Historical Tradition, 147— 48). 
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(cf. Song 3:4). Perhaps Matthew also alludes to Song 3:1— 4. If so, the 
allusion is relatively weak. It consists of one word and two instances of 
circumstantial correspondence. It should be noted that the holding of 
Jesus, like the encounter with Jesus, takes place under slightly different 
circumstances in Matthew than in John. Matthew’s women are holding 
Jesus’ feet in an attitude of worship (cf. Matt. 28:17). Jesus then tells 
them not to be afraid (Matt. 28:10; cf. Matt. 28:5) before commissioning 
them with a message for the disciples. In contrast, John never describes 
the holding, and prefixes Jesus’ commission with a prohibition. 

As with the anointing story, then, John seems to customize the 
tradition about Mary Magdalene so that it agrees with Song 3:1—4. 
John relates the episode in terms of the evoked text: Mary Magdalene 
looks for Jesus alone and in the dark, she suddenly finds him after 
conversing with a third party, and she holds him. 

Three of these elements — the dark setting, the futile search, and the 
sudden discovery — make a strong contribution to the complex ironies of 
John's resurrection story.’ They provide a plot sequence for Mary 
Magdalene to realize what John’s audience already knows: that Jesus 
has been raised from the dead. John evokes the Song’s vain search in 
the dark to depict Jesus’ absence from the tomb and Mary’s ignorance 
as to his whereabouts, and refers to the Song’s abrupt encounter to 
illustrate her recognition of the risen Lord. The holding then describes 
the necessary response to Jesus’ ascension. Jesus’ followers must not 
emulate the Song’s bride, who holds her lover, intending to bring him to 
her mother’s chamber. Mary Magdalene must not hold Jesus because he 
is ascending to his Father. 


The dark setting 


The scene in Song 3:1—4 takes place “at night (év vo&iv)" (v. 1). 
Similarly, Mary Magdalene comes to the tomb early, “while it was still 
dark (лрої скотіос étt обстс)” (John 20:1). John uses this aspect of 
Song 3:1 to reprise one of his favorite symbolic motifs: darkness." In 
the Fourth Gospel, darkness and night often signify Jesus' absence or 
imminent departure, just as light and day symbolize his presence. For 
example, Jesus heals the man born blind after stating, “We must work 
the works of him who sent me while it is day; night is coming when no 


57 For a discussion of irony in John 20:11-18, see Duke, Irony, 104—5. 
58 For a discussion of light and darkness symbolism in John's Gospel, see Koester, 
Symbolism, 123—52. 
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one can work. As long as I am in the world, I am the light of the world” 
(9:4—5). Jesus’ presence in the world is like the light of day; in his 
absence, night will fall. Jesus makes a similar comparison before 
journeying to Lazarus’ tomb: “Are there not twelve hours of daylight? 
Those who walk during the day do not stumble, because they see the 
light of this world. But those who walk at night stumble, because the 
light is not in them" (11:9—10). Jesus’ presence illuminates his follow- 
ers, but those without Jesus live like people who blunder about at night. 
This imagery appears yet again when, after entering Jerusalem, Jesus 
reflects on his impending crucifixion: “The light is with you for a little 
longer. Walk while you have the light, so that the darkness (oKotic) 
may not overtake you. If you walk in the darkness (£v tfj скотіх), you 
do not know where you are going. While you have the light, believe in 
the light, so that you may become children of light" (12:35-36). When 
Jesus departs, the light will disappear and darkness will descend. Only 
believers will remain in the light. 

Not only do darkness and night illustrate Jesus’ absence or departure; 
they also symbolize various levels of human disbelief, ranging from 
ignorance to defiance.’ This becomes especially apparent in two stor- 
ies about the disciples. One takes place after the feeding of the five 
thousand. The disciples are rowing across the Sea of Galilee in the 
darkness (oxotia ön éyeyovet) when Jesus appears, walking on the 
water. At first, the disciples are terrified. After he identifies himself, 
however, they take him into the boat (6:16—21). The other story occurs 
after the resurrection, when some of the disciples go fishing at night (th 
уокті). As dawn is breaking (npoœtas дё NON yevonévno), Jesus 
appears on the beach. Again, the disciples do not recognize him until 
he helps them fill their net with fish (21:1-8).°° Each story begins with 
Jesus' absence. When Jesus finally appears, the disciples initially fail to 
recognize him. Darkness and night provide an appropriate symbolic 
setting for both his absence and their misunderstanding. 

Likewise, John 20:1 alludes to the darkness of Song 3:1 to signify 
both that Jesus is missing from the tomb and that Mary Magdalene 
neither understands his absence nor recognizes his presence. As he has 
prophesied in John 9:4—5, he is no longer in the world. He has been 


59 See also Duke, /rony, 108; Koester, Symbolism, 152; Robert Gordon Maccini, Her 
Testimony Is True: Women As Witnesses According to John (JSNTSup 125; Sheffield: 
Sheffield Academic Press, 1996), 207-8. 

60 Bernard and Lightfoot also make a connection between John 20:1-18 and 21:1-8 
(Bernard, Critical and Exegetical Commentary, 665; Lightfoot, St. John’s Gospel, 330). 
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crucified, buried, and raised, and he is about to ascend to the Father. 
The light of the world has vanished, and it is still dark.^' Moreover, the 
darkness seems to have dulled Mary's perception. She has no idea 
where Jesus is, and, when she finally finds him, she does not realize 
who he is. Ironically, the Gospel's audience knows exactly what has 
happened. John 20:9 contains an explicit reminder that Jesus has risen 
from the dead, and John 20:14 reveals the identity of the supposed 
gardener. Mary, however, remains in the dark. 


The woman's futile search 


John adds to the irony with his description of Mary Magdalene's futile 
search for the body of Jesus. This can be seen first of all in the 
intertextual association of John 20:1-18 with Song 3:1—4. The Song 
of Songs depicts the distressed bride roaming the city in search of her 
lover. Similarly, Mary Magdalene runs from the tomb to the disciples 
and back again, looking for the body of Jesus. The bride inquires of the 
city sentinels; likewise, Mary tearfully explains her loss to two angels. 
As does the bride, Mary Magdalene then immediately encounters her 
missing man. Here, however, the similarities end. Whereas the bride 
immediately recognizes her lover, Mary supposes that Jesus is the 
gardener. She is unable to recognize him because she is not looking 
for a risen Lord. She is looking for a corpse. The bride's search is futile 
simply because her missing lover cannot be found; Mary's search is 
futile because she seeks the wrong thing. 

Echoes of a previous scene near Lazarus' tomb add still more irony. 
When Lazarus’ sister Mary goes out to meet Jesus, she and her com- 
panions weep (KAaíovcav ... KAaiovtac) for the dead man (John 
11:33). Jesus then asks, “Where have you laid him (mob teOeixate 
abvtov)?” (John 11:34). Mary Magdalene also weeps and wonders 
where the body has been laid. “They have taken the Lord out of the 
tomb," she tells Peter and the Beloved Disciple, *and we do not know 
where they have laid him (лоб &0ткоу отоу)” (John 20:2). She returns 
to the tomb and weeps (KAaiovoa . . . ёкЛолєу) there, so that the angels 
sitting inside ask her, “Woman, why are you weeping (ti KAaigtc)?” 
She replies, “They have taken away my Lord, and I do not know 
where they have laid him (rob £0rkav офтобу)” (John 20:11—13). When 
the risen Jesus repeats the question, "Woman, why are you weeping 


9! See also Feuillet, Mystere de l'amour divin, 231. 
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(ti KXaíeig)?" she responds like a broken record: "Sir, if you have 
carried him away, tell me where you have laid him (лоб é0nKac 
orbxóv), and I will take him away” (John 20:15). Weeping and inquiring 
where the body has been laid are perfectly appropriate behaviors for 
the friends and relatives of a dead man like Lazarus. Unlike Lazarus, 
however, Jesus has already been raised. Mary Magdalene’s constant 
weeping and searching for Jesus’ body are entirely unnecessary. She 
unwittingly weeps for someone who is no longer dead. Her constant 
complaint, “I do not know where they have laid him,” seems out of 
place when applied to the risen Jesus. 

However ironic, Mary’s search is not without precedent. John’s 
Gospel begins with disciples seeking Jesus. Jesus’ question to Mary in 
John 20:15, “Whom are you looking for (tiva Cntetc)?” echoes not 
only the four-fold variation of €Chtnow abtov in Song 3:1-2, but also 
his question to John the Baptist’s disciples in John 1:38. When he sees 
Andrew and another disciple following him, he asks, “What are you 
looking for (ti бтүтєїтє)?” Mary Magdalene seeks Jesus, as have other 
disciples before her.°* 

In addition, Mary’s tearful search fulfills a prophecy from Jesus’ 
Farewell Discourse. After the departure of Judas in John 13:30, Jesus 
announces the hour of his glorification and then declares, “Little chil- 
dren, I am with you only a little longer. You will look for me (Cnthoeté 
u£); and as I said to the Jews so now I say to you, ‘Where I am going 
you cannot come’” (13:33; cf. 7:33—34; 8:21). Later in the discourse, 
Jesus supplements this statement. He will come to his disciples (14:3, 
18, 28). The world will not be able to see him, but the disciples will see 
him again (14:19; 16:16). When the disciples wonder what he means 
(16:17—19), Jesus explains: 


Very truly, I tell you, you will weep (kAabdoste) and mourn, 
but the world will rejoice; you will have pain, but your pain 
will turn into joy. When a woman is in labor, she has pain, 
because her hour has come. But when her child is born, she no 
longer remembers the anguish because of the joy of having 
brought a human being into the world. So you have pain now, 
but I will see you again, and your hearts will rejoice, and no 
one will take your joy from you. (16:20-22) 


62 See also Feuillet, “Recherche du Christ,” 96; Brown, John XIII-XXI, 1010; Nic- 
holson, Death As Departure, 72; O'Day, Word Disclosed, 101 and “John,” 301; Stibbe, 
John, 199. 
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John alludes to Song 3:1—4 to show how Mary's futile search fulfills 
Jesus’ prophecies. He depicts her running back and forth from the tomb, 
looking for Jesus (20:15; cf. 13:33) and weeping (20:11, 13, 15; cf. 
16:20) — just like the anguished bride in Song 3:1—4. He also uses the 
allusion, as well as Jesus’ prophecy, to foreshadow the outcome of her 
search. Jesus’ prophecy indicates that the disciples will see him again 
(14:19; 16:16—22), while the allusion raises the expectation that Mary 
will eventually find her missing man. Her weeping will turn into joy 
(cf. 20:20). 


The sudden discovery 


So far, John's allusion to the Song of Songs has enhanced the irony of 
Mary Magdalene's search for Jesus. She approaches the tomb in the 
dark, symbolizing his absence and her ignorance. She then runs back 
and forth from the tomb, weeping and wondering where his corpse has 
been laid. Now, however, the plot sequence echoed from Song 3:1-4 
brings some resolution to her predicament. Like the bride (Song 3:3), 
she sees her missing beloved immediately following an exchange with 
a third party (John 20:14). To be sure, she does not recognize him at 
first — she is still looking for a corpse (20:15). She knows him only 
after he pronounces her name (20:16). Mary's sudden discovery of her 
missing man involves a move from ignorance to recognition. 
Darkness, initial ignorance, eventual recognition — this sequence also 
occurs in John 6:16—21 and 21:4—8, the two other scenes where the 
disciples meet Jesus at night.^" In John 6:16-21, Jesus makes a super- 
natural appearance, walking on the water. The disciples fail to recog- 
nize him until Jesus identifies himself: “It is Г” (6:20). In John 21, the 
risen Jesus makes a supernatural appearance on the beach. The disciples 
fail to recognize him until he orchestrates a miraculous catch of fish, 
prompting the Beloved Disciple to exclaim, “It is the Lord!" (21:7). 


55 Feuillet and Paul S. Minear also make the connection between John 7:33-34; 8:21; 
16:17—19 and 20:11-18 (Feuillet, “Recherche du Christ,” 97; Minear, “ ‘We Don't Know 
Where . . .”: John 20:2," Int 30 [1976], 131-33). According to Nicholson, John believes 
that it is inappropriate for Mary and the disciples to seek Jesus, as their doing so robs God 
of the initiative Jesus so obviously values in John 6:44—45; 12:32; 15:16, 19 (Death As 
Departure, 72). On the basis of John 6:44, however, it is possible to argue that Mary and 
the disciples seek Jesus because God is already drawing them. John does not condemn 
Mary for seeking Jesus. He only shows that she is looking in the wrong place. 

9^ See above, p. 99. 

65 Lindars also notices the similarities between John 21:4—8 and 20:11—18 (The Gospel 
of John, 605). 
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For both Mary and the disciples, the stimulus for recognition is the 
voice of Jesus. The disciples know Jesus when he declares himself 
(6:20) or when he instructs them (21:5—7); Mary realizes her mistake 
when Jesus speaks her name (20:16). This kind of recognition is 
described by Jesus in John 10:3—4: “The sheep hear [the shepherd's] 
voice, and he calls his own sheep by name and leads them out. When he 
has brought out all his own, he goes before them, and the sheep follow 
him, for they know his voice." ^^ It is not as easy for Mary Magdalene to 
recognize the risen Jesus as it is for the Song's bride to recognize her 
missing man. Jesus' supernatural appearance often causes confusion 
among his disciples. Once he calls them by name and leads them out, 
however, the confusion abates. They know him and follow him. When 
Jesus says "Mary," she recognizes the risen Lord. The irony and 
frustration of her search have been resolved. 


The holding 


In Song 3:4, the bride finishes her story: “I held him (ékpatnow adtov) 
and would not let him go until I brought him into my mother’s house 
(gig oikov untpóç pov), and into the chamber of her that conceived 
me." The ending of John 20:1—18 is slightly different. Rather than show 
that Mary is holding Jesus, John reports Jesus' prohibition: *Do not 
hold me (рӯ pov &tov), for I have not yet ascended to the Father."^' 
Instead, she is to tell the disciples, “I am ascending to my Father and 
your Father, to my God and your God" (John 20:17). 

It is not at all clear why John uses the middle voice of пто instead 
of duplicating the Song’s verb кротёо. The most that can be said is 
that, for some reason, John chooses the verb блторол. This imparts а 
slightly different meaning to his recognition scene. Whereas both words 
can be translated “hold,” кротёо can also mean “apprehend,” while 
блторол denotes "touch."^* Mary Magdalene is not necessarily grab- 
bing Jesus in an attempt to capture him or to prevent him from leaving 
her again. She is simply touching him. 

This action both illustrates the nature of Jesus' ascension and dictates 
his followers' response. Jesus' return to his Father should come as no 
surprise. In fact, it constitutes the premise of the Farewell Discourse: 


66 Most commentators also recognize a connection between John 10:3—4 and 20:16 
(see, e.g., Plummer, Gospel According to S. John, 359; Bultmann, Gospel of John, 686; 
Brown, John XIII-XXI, 1009-10). 
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“Jesus knew that his hour had come to depart from this world and go to 
the Father . . . and that he had come from God and was going to God" 
(John 13:1). Throughout the discourse, he reminds his disciples that he 
will be leaving. He tells them, “I am going to the Father" (John 14:28), 
and, "I am going to him who sent me" (John 16:5). In his final prayer, 
he twice tells the Father, “I am coming to you" (John 17:11, 13). 

These words are not a euphemism for his death, but a prophecy of his 
ascension. In John’s Gospel, Jesus’ ascension is not a sequential event 
following the crucifixion and resurrection. Rather, Jesus’ crucifixion 
and resurrection constitute an integral part of the process of his glorifi- 
cation — his departure from the world and his return to the Father. ^? 
In his statement, “I have not yet ascended (оло үйр йуоВёВтко) to 
the Father," a verb in the perfect tense is modified by a negative adverb, 
indicating that the process is not yet complete. The message in John 
20:17, “I am ascending (åvaßaivo) to my Father,” likewise connotes 
an ongoing activity. 

In order to complete the allusion to Song 3:1—4, Mary Magdalene 
must hold Jesus. John adapts the allusion, however, in order to account 
for the fact that when Mary reaches for Jesus, he is in the process of 
ascending to the Father. As he has prayed in John 17:11, he is no longer 
in the world. The disciples are in the world, but he is going to the Father. 
As he has prophesied in John 13:33, 38, the disciples cannot yet follow 
him. This is the situation experienced by Mary Magdalene. Like the 
disciples, she remains in the world while Jesus ascends to the Father. 
John therefore continues his recognition scene with the prohibition, 
“Do not hold те.” 

Since Mary Magdalene, like Mary of Bethany, assumes the role of 
the Song's bride, it is argued that she, too, represents the church. 


© Lagrange, Evangile selon S. Jean, 511-12; Hoskyns, Fourth Gospel, 542-43; 
Brown, John XIII-XXI, 1012-13; Wayne A. Meeks, “The Man from Heaven іп Johannine 
Sectarianism," JBL 91 (1972): 44—72; Nicholson, Death As Departure; Pheme Perkins, 
Resurrection: New Testament Witness and Contemporary Reflection (New York: Double- 
day, 1984), 176; John Ashton, Understanding the Fourth Gospel (Oxford: Clarendon, 
1991), 448—59; Martinus de Boer, Johannine Perspectives on the Death of Jesus (CBET 
17; Kampen: Pharos, 1996), 118—24; Maccini, Her Testimony is True, 214—16; Moloney, 
Gospel of John, 529; Harold W. Attridge, “‘Don’t Be Touching Me’: Recent Feminist 
Scholarship on Mary Magdalene,” in A Feminist Companion to John, 1:166. 

70 RSV. See also Nicholson, Death As Departure, 73. 
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Because this argument depends on allegorical interpretation of the Song 
of Songs, it cannot be applied to John’s implied author or audience. ^ 
There is no indication that they would have recognized the resem- 
blance. Nonetheless, it is apparent that John associates Mary Magdalene 
with the disciples. Like the disciples in John 6:16—21 and John 21:1-8, 
she moves from mistaking Jesus in the dark to recognizing him when he 
speaks. Like the disciples in John 1:38, Mary seeks Jesus, is asked by 
him what she is looking for, demands his whereabouts, and calls him 
“Teacher.” Like the disciples as described in John 16:20—22, she weeps 
and mourns until she sees Jesus. Like the disciples as described in John 
13:33, 38 and John 17:11, she must remain in the world while Jesus 
ascends to the Father. Even though Mary Magdalene does not necessar- 
ily symbolize the church for John's implied author and audience, she at 
least exemplifies the disciples." Perhaps this is why she refers to 
herself using a plural pronoun (John 20:2). ^ 

Jesus leaves Mary with two promises. He alludes to one of them in 
his commission: “I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my 
God and your God." This is the first and only time in John's Gospel 
where Jesus indicates that his Father is also the Father of believers. The 
agenda set in John 1:12-13 has been accomplished." Those who 
believe in Jesus have become children of God. ^ 

John alludes to the second promise in his echo of the Song of Songs. 
The bride in Song 3:4 declares, "I held him, and would not let him go 
until I brought him into my mother's house." The phrase “mother’s 
house (оїкоу ur cpóg Lov)” is reminiscent of the promise given in John 
14:2: “In my Father's house (oikío toO matpdc pov) there are many 
dwelling places." The Song's bride wishes to bring her man to her 
mother's house, but Jesus is on his way to his Father's house.’’ Mary 
must wait for the fulfillment of his promise: "I will come again and will 
take you to myself, so that where I am, there you may be also" (John 
14:3). 


See above, p. 86. 
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THE BRIDEGROOM-MESSIAH OF PSALM 45 
IN THE SONG OF SONGS, JEREMIAH 
33:10-11, AND GENESIS 29:1-20 


Thus far, the evidence supports the probability that John echoes 
Jer. 33:10—11, Gen. 29:1-20, Song 1:12, and Song 3:1—4. For each 
proposed allusion, several instances of verbal correspondence are re- 
inforced by significant parallel circumstances. Each is marked by dis- 
sonance or rhetorical emphasis (or both). What is more, each helps 
to illustrate the revelation and glorification of the Messiah. In John 
3:22-30, Jeremiah's prophecy helps to portray Jesus as the bridegroom- 
Messiah whose voice, heard by his friend John the Baptist, causes him 
to rejoice. John 4:4—42 echoes Jacob's betrothal narrative to depict 
Jesus as the bridegroom-Messiah who offers eternal life and, together 
with the Samaritan woman, establishes a family of faith. In John 
12:1-8, an allusion to the Song's reclining king helps to foreshadow 
the impending death of Jesus, the bridegroom-Messiah. Finally, John 
20:1-18 echoes the search of the Song's bride to describe Mary 
Magdalene's recognition of Jesus, the risen and ascending Lord. 

As yet, however, it is not at all clear why the Fourth Evangelist 
echoes these particular passages. What attracts him to a marriage 
metaphor? Why does he liken Jesus to Jeremiah's bridegroom? Why 
does he allude to a betrothal narrative and an erotic poem? In short, 
how were Jer. 33:10—11, Gen. 29:1—20, Song 1:12, and Song 3:1-4 
prominent for the Fourth Gospel's implied author? 

Ithink the answers to these questions lie in a messianic interpretation 
of the evoked texts. This supposition is warranted by John's stated pur- 
pose: “that you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah” (20:31). 
It makes sense that John would allude to messianic prophecy. Indeed, 
three of the four allusions can be related to Jesus’ messianic identity. In 
John 3:28-29, John the Baptist carefully differentiates himself from 
the Messiah before likening Jesus to a bridegroom. Jesus’ revelation of 
his messianic identity in John 4:26 constitutes the climax of the Samar- 
itan story. The allusion to Song 1:12 in John 12:3 can also be understood 
as a reference to the Messiah, since the evoked text mentions a king. 
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It does not, however, explicitly state that the reclining king is the 
Messiah. Similarly, Jeremiah’s bridegroom prophecy, Jacob’s betrothal 
story, and the Song’s lines about a missing lover never mention the 
Lord’s anointed one. How, then, did John come to impart messianic 
significance to these passages? The key lies with Ps. 45, a royal psalm 
that celebrates the marriage of God’s anointed king. Jeremiah 
33:10-11, Gen. 29:1-20, Song 1:12, and Song 3:1—4 can be interpreted 
as messianic prophecies because they can be linked by means of shared 
vocabulary to Ps. 45. 

The process begins with a comparison of Ps. 45 to the Song of Songs. 
They are both love songs about a handsome king. Both feature a 
beautiful bride, mighty men with swords at their thighs, myrrh and 
aloes, a woman at her lover's right hand, daughters, and a joyful 
procession to the king's quarters. In light of these similarities, the 
bridegroom of the Song of Songs can be identified as the Messiah of 
Ps. 45. He can also be recognized as Jesus, who was perfumed with nard 
(Song 1:12 in John 12:3) and sought, found, and held by a devoted 
woman (Song 3:1—4 in John 20:1-18). 

A connection between Ps. 45 and the Song of Songs leads to further 
links with Jer. 33:10—11 and Gen. 29:1—20. Jeremiah 33:11 features а 
wedding procession like those depicted in Ps. 45:15 and Song 1:4. 
Similar details include joy, an entrance into the king's residence, 
and an expression of praise. Therefore, the bridegroom-Messiah of 
Ps. 45 and the Song of Songs can be found in Jer. 33:11. He can also 
be identified with Jesus, who inspires joy in John the Baptist (Jer. 
33:10-11 in John 3:22-30). 

Finally, Gen. 29:1—20 contains several verbal parallels to the Song of 
Songs. Both mention flocks, sheep, and pasturing, and both portray 
the bridegroom as a shepherd. The bride featured in each is a daughter, 
beautiful and lovely in appearance. Jacob and Rachel share the love 
described in the Song of Songs, and they meet at a well like the well of 
Song 4:15. Thus Jacob, too, can represent the bridegroom-Messiah 
of Ps. 45 and the Song of Songs. Jacob can also be compared to Jesus, 
who offers living water and becomes the father of a family of faith 
(Gen. 29:1—20 in John 4:4—42). 


Psalm 45 as a messianic psalm 


Psalm 45 celebrates a royal wedding. Anyone interested in messianic 
prophecy would find it difficult to disregard Ps. 45, since it is one of 
only two psalms that actually describe a royal anointing: 
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Your throne, O God, endures forever and ever. 
Your royal scepter is a scepter of equity; 
you love righteousness and hate wickedness. 
Therefore God, your God, has anointed you (007; £y pioev o£) 
with the oil of gladness beyond your companions. 
(Ps. 45:6-7)" 


Accordingly, both Jewish and Christian traditions include messianic 
interpretations of Ps. 45. The Letter to the Hebrews certainly assumes 
that Ps. 45 refers to the Messiah. Its author relies heavily on Israel's 
Scriptures to demonstrate who Jesus is and why believers should remain 
faithful to Jesus. At the very beginning of the argument (Heb. 1:8—9), 
the author incorporates Ps. 45:6—7 into a series of royal prophecies that 
demonstrates the superiority of God's Son to angels. Psalm 2:7 and 2 
Sam. 7:14 first show that God has acknowledged the Son (Heb. 1:5). 
Psalm 45:6-7 then describes the Son's eternal, righteous rule and states 
that God has anointed him (Heb. 1:8-9). Finally, Ps. 110:1 indicates 
that the victorious Son sits at God's right hand (Heb. 1:13)? This 
collection of verses, which mentions the Son of God, his kingdom, his 
anointing, and his position at God's right hand, constitutes a clear 
reference to the Messiah. The writer of Hebrews considers Ps. 45 to 
be a messianic prophecy just like 2 Sam. 7:14, Ps. 2, and Ps. 110. All 
four passages are applied to Jesus, the exalted and eternal Son of God." 

Justin Martyr (ca. 100—165) also understands Ps. 45 as a messianic 
prophecy. What is more, he assumes that his conversation partner, 
Trypho the rabbi, agrees. Each time Justin cites Ps. 45 in his Dialogue 
with Trypho, he operates from the premise that Ps. 45 is about the 
Messiah. In Dial. 38:3, he introduces a recitation of the entire psalm 
with the simple observation that these things were said concerning the 
Messiah. Dialogue with Trypho 86:3 relies on shared vocabulary to 


1 A royal anointing is also described in Ps. 89:20. The verses reckoned as Pss 45:6 —7; 
89:20 in the NRSV are reckoned as Pss 45:7—8; 89:21 in the MT and Pss 44:7—8; 88:21 in 
the LXX. Unless otherwise noted, I refer to the standard reckoning used in English 
translations. 

? For messianic interpretation of 2 Sam. 7:10—14 and Ps. 2, see above, pp. 39, 42. 
Messianic interpretation of Ps. 110 is assumed in Mark 12:36 and par., Acts 2:34 —35, and 
1 Cor. 15:25-27, as well as in Hebrews. 

3 Juel, Messianic Exegesis, 77—79. See also Donald Guthrie, The Letter to the Hebrews: 
An Introduction and Commentary (TNTC; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1983), 76-77; 
L. D. Hurst, “The Christology of Hebrews 1 and 2,” in The Glory of Christ in the New 
Testament: Studies in Christology (ed. L. D. Hurst and N. T. Wright; Oxford: Clarendon, 
1987), 159; F. F. Bruce, The Epistle to the Hebrews (rev. edn; NICNT; Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1990), 51—65. 
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demonstrate that the rock of Gen. 28:18, anointed by Jacob, is the 
Messiah of Ps. 45:7, anointed by God. Twice Justin uses Ps. 45:6 to 
demonstrate the divinity of the Messiah. He argues that David addresses 
the Messiah as “God” because the Messiah shares in God’s nature 
(Dial. 56:14; 63:4-5). 

The Aramaic Targums confirm Justin’s assumption that at least 
some Jews would have no difficulty understanding Ps. 45 as a messianic 
prophecy. Targum Ketuvim Ps. 45:3 offers an interpretation of Ps. 45:2, 
“You are the most handsome of men.” It reads, “Your beauty, O King 
Messiah, surpasses that of ordinary men.” This exegetical tradition 
explicitly identifies the king of Ps. 45 as the Messiah. It cannot confi- 
dently be dated to the first century, although the fact that messianic 
interpretation of Ps. 45 survives in both Jewish and Christian documents 
indicates that it probably predates Jesus. Regardless of its date, messi- 
anic interpretation of Ps. 45 in the Aramaic Targum at least demon- 
strates that it is not out of the question for Jews to read Ps. 45 as a 
messianic psalm. 

Additional confirmation of messianic interpretation of Ps. 45 is 
offered by the Testament of Judah, a document that reflects both Jewish 
and Christian influence. Again, the document’s date renders it useless 
as evidence of a first-century exegetical tradition.^ It does, however, 
indicate the ease with which Ps. 45 is read as a messianic prophecy. 
Like Hebrews, it refers to Ps. 45 along with several other messianic 
prophecies to describe a coming king. The relevant allusion appears in 
T. Jud. 24:1: 


And after this there shall arise for you a Star from Jacob in 
peace: And a man shall arise from my posterity like the Sun of 
righteousness, walking with the sons of men in gentleness and 


^ Justin’s references to Ps. 45 are cited by Günter Reim (“Paralleltraditionen zum 
Johannesevangelium aus Justins Werken,” in Jochanan: Erweitere Studien zum alttesta- 
mentliche Hintergrund des Johannesevangeliums (Erlangen: Ev.-Luth. Mission, 1995], 
526). The Greek text of Justin’s Dialogue with Trypho is available in Die altesten Apol- 
ogeten: Texte mit kurzen Einleitungen (ed. Edgar J. Goodspeed; Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & 
Ruprecht, 1941), 26—265. 

° Trans. Samson Н. Levey (The Messiah: An Aramaic Interpretation [HUCM 2; 
Cincinnati: Hebrew Union College Press, 1977], 109). 

6 The original work predates the first century. According to Howard Clark Kee, the 
Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs is a product of the Maccabean period (“Testaments 
of the Twelve Patriarchs," OTP 1.778). Doron Mendels concurs, suggesting a date of ca. 
108/7 sce (The Land of Israel as a Political Concept in Hasmonean Literature [TSAJ 15; 
Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1987], 89—91). Christian interpolations have been dated to the 
second century (Kee, OTP 1.777). 
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righteousness (лробттті кол SLKALOGUDVN), and in him will be 
found no sin. (T. Jud. 24:1)’ 


The evoked text is Ps. 45:4: 


In your majesty ride forth victoriously 
in behalf of truth, humility, and righteousness (лробтттос 
Kai Sikatoobvne).” 


Testament of Judah 24 identifies the expected descendant of Judah 
with the subject of several other messianic prophecies. He is the Star of 
Jacob from Num. 24:17 (v. 1), the Sun of righteousness from Mal. 4:2 
(v. 1), the Shoot from Isa. 11:1 and Zech. 6:12 (vv. 4, 6), and the gentle 
and righteous king from Ps. 45:4.’ The author of this passage assumes 
the messianic import of all these prophecies — including Ps. 45:4. 


Psalm 45 in the Fourth Gospel 


Since Ps. 45 describes a royal anointing, and since other Jewish and 
Christian exegetes read it as a messianic prophecy, it is not unreason- 
able to assume that a messianic interpretation of Ps. 45 might influence 
John’s understanding of Jesus. Unfortunately, John provides no quota- 
tion of Ps. 45 to support this assumption. Lack of an explicit citation 
does not imply lack of importance, however. For example, Ps. 89 plays 
an important role in the development of Johannine Christology. We 
have seen that messianic exegesis of Pss 22 and 69 probably depends on 
verbal similarities between these texts and Ps. 89. John clearly inter- 
prets Pss 22 and 69 as messianic prophecies, claiming that they are 
fulfilled by Jesus (John 2:17; 15:25; 19:24, 29— 30).'° Nevertheless, the 
Gospel contains no explicit citation of Ps. 89. There is only a brief 
allusion: Ps. 89:36 in John 12:34.'! 

Like Ps. 89, Ps. 45 remains in the background. ^ Indeed, how could 
John have profitably quoted this royal wedding song? His crucified 


7 Kee, OTP 1:801; Marinus de Jonge, The Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs: 
A Critical Edition of the Greek Text (Leiden: Brill, 1978), 75. 

8 The English translation of Ps. 45:4 is taken from the New International Version 
(NIV). The NRSV and RSV correct the Hebrew text in order to approximate a hypothet- 
ical original. The author of the Testament of Judah, however, seems to refer to the LXX 
(see Kee, OTP 1.777), which more closely resembles the text translated by the NIV. 

? Kee notes each of these allusions (OTP 1:801). 

10 See above, pp. 43—44. 
!! See above, p. 42. 
12 For possible echoes of Ps. 45 in the Fourth Gospel, see below, рр. 121—22. 
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Messiah bears little resemblance to the psalm’s handsome king who 
rides with his sword on his thigh and waits for the royal princess. There 
is little doubt, however, that the first believers accepted Ps. 45 as a 
messianic prophecy. Like Ps. 89, it depicts a royal anointing. It is 
regarded as a messianic prophecy in the Letter to the Hebrews, as well 
as later in Justin’s Dialogue with Trypho, an Aramaic Targum, and the 
Testament of Judah. Messianic interpretation of Ps. 45, together with 
the Gospel’s allusions to biblical texts about marriage and use of first- 
century exegetical techniques, forms the foundation for reconstructing 
Johannine messianic exegesis of Jer. 33:10-11, Gen. 29:1—20, Song 
1:12, and Song 3:1-4.? The process begins with recognizing the 
similar vocabulary in Ps. 45 and the Song of Songs. 


The beloved king and his beautiful bride 


No fewer than nine identical words and phrases can be used to link 
Ps. 45 with the Song of Songs. First, each work is described as a 
song. Psalm 45 is entitled, ^A love song (APP 770; œN brép тоб 
ayanntob).”'* Likewise, the Song of Songs begins with its title, “The 
Song of Songs (vwa vv; Aroa фсротоу)” (1:1). The Hebrew 
word 0? provides a direct connection. Both Ps. 45 and the Song of 
Songs are songs." 

Moreover, the subject of each song is the same. According to the MT, 
Ps. 45 is “A love (ATT) song." As it turns out, the Song of Songs is all 
about “love.” Its opening verses celebrate a “love (7°77)” that is better 
than wine (1:2, 4). “Love (11)? is mentioned again in Song 5:1; 7:12 
(13) and the “beloved (717)” appears in Song 1:13—16; 2:3, 8-10, 16—17; 
4:16; 5:2-10, 16; 6:1-3; 7:10—11 (11-12); and 8:5, 14. 

The subject of Ps. 45 in the LXX is only slightly different. Its Greek 
title reads, “A song concerning the beloved (bn£p toO &yanntob).” The 
Greek Song of Songs also features a beloved man. Song of Songs 1:3-4 
declares that the maidens “love (ryy&rmo&v)" him. In addition, Song 
1:7 and 3:1-4 feature “him whom my soul loves (бу T|y&zmosv 


fj oxi ноо)” 


13 John's familiarity with first-century exegetical techniques is discussed above, 
pp. 40-41. 

'4 Since John’s implied author may be familiar with a Hebrew as well as a Greek Bible 
(see above, pp. 23—25), both Hebrew and Greek are considered as potential resources for 
Johannine exegesis. Unless otherwise noted, however, my argument depends only on 
exegesis of the LXX. 

15 This point is valid only for messianic exegesis of the MT. 
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Psalm 45 and the Song of Songs are not only both about love or the 
beloved, they are also both about a king. Psalm 45:1 declares, “I address 
my verses to the king (77727; t@ Baovet).” This king appears three 
more times in the psalm. He conquers his enemies (v. 5), he desires 
the beauty of the princess (v. 11), and the princess is led to him (v. 14). 
The “king (799; Вис1ле0с)” also appears in the Song of Songs. Не 
brings the bride into his chambers (1:4), he reclines on a couch (1:12), 
he is identified as Solomon (3:9, 11), and he is held captive in his 
lover's tresses (7:5 [6]).'° 

A fourth connection between Ps. 45 and the Song of Songs involves 
the physical appearance of the protagonists. The king of Ps. 45:2 is 
“the most handsome (mp; paños K&AAe) of men.”'’ According 
to Ps. 45:11, he desires the beauty "(155 tod к@АЛоос сою)” of the 
equally attractive princess. The same is said of the bridegroom and 
bride in the Song of Songs. Song of Songs 1:16 describes the bride- 
groom: “Ah, you are beautiful (555; колос), my beloved, truly lovely 
Y]; @patoc).” The bride is also termed “beautiful (757; колт)” 
throughout the Song (1:5, 8, 15; 2:10, 13; 4:1, 7; 5:9; 6:1, 4, 10).* 

Fifth, both Ps. 45 and the Song of Songs describe mighty men 
with swords on their thighs. In Ps. 45:3, the king is addressed as 
“mighty one (7123; dvvaté)” and enjoined, “Gird your sword on your 
thigh (y 3225; thv Poudaiav cov ёлі tov unpóv cov)."'? This 
phrase appears elsewhere in Israel's Scripture only at Song 3:7-8, 
where the litter of Solomon is guarded by “sixty mighty men (0°733; 
dvvatoi).” Each of them wears “his sword at his thigh (352r7»y ‘270; 
poupaia «той ёлі unpòv офтоб). 


16 See also Dijkema, “Zu Psalm 45,” 27. He mentions the similar situations of Ps. 45:11 
and Song 1:1—7, but does not mark the shared vocabulary. 

A variation of the same phrase is repeated in v. 4 of the LXX. 

18 See also Dijkema, *Zu Psalm 45," 27; Mulder, Studies on Psalm 45, 102, n. 83; 
Tournay, “Affinités du Ps. xlv avec le Cantique,” 176-77. Dijkema mentions the similar 
situations of Ps. 45:11 and Song 1:13—14, but does not mark any shared vocabulary. Both 
Mulder and Tournay note the similar Hebrew vocabulary of Ps. 45:2 and Song 1:16. 

19 The title Svvatéc is repeated in v. 6 of the LXX. 

20 See also Dijkema, “Zu Psalm 45," 27; Tournay, “Affinités du Ps. xlv avec le 
Cantique," 179-80. Dijkema mentions the similar situations of Ps. 45:3 and Song 3:7-8, 
but does not mark any shared vocabulary. Tournay notes the similar Hebrew vocabulary of 
Ps. 45:3 and Song 3:7-8. A slightly different phrase does occur in Judg. 3, where Ehud 
assassinates Eglon. In verse 16, Ehud first fashions a “sword (297; ucro parv)" and fastens 
it “on his right thigh (5 32 VY; Et TOV unpòv TOV SEELdv orbxo0)." In verse 21, he then 
takes “the sword from his right thigh (472 ya 327 mns; түу pura pav to тоб ртро? tod 
бабло? офто?) The differences between Judg. 3:16, 21 and Ps. 45:3 аге more pronounced 
in Greek than in Hebrew. 
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The sixth parallel derives from the phrase “myrrh and aloes.” Psalm 
45:8 describes the king’s robes, fragrant with “myrrh and aloes 
(MPINA; opbpva кої otakth).” Myrrh (74; сроруо; otaKth) 
appears in Song 1:13; 3:6; 4:6, and 5:1, 5, 13.7! Additionally, Song 
4:14 depicts a garden that produces “myrrh and aloes (ліз); 
сроруа 04.50). The Greek varies slightly from Ps. 45:8 to Song 
4:14, but the Hebrew is exactly the same. 

A seventh similarity involves the relative positions of the king and 
his consort. According to Ps. 45:9, the queen stands at the king's "right 
hand (31775; ёк ó£518v cov)." In Song 2:6 and 8:3, the bride expresses 
her wish to be embraced with her lover’s “right hand (i5 h ebid 
abtob).” Both texts place the woman at the right hand of the man.^* 

The eighth significant parallel concerns the name given to the bride 
and the attendant maidens. Psalm 45:9, 12 calls the king's ladies 
“daughters (nia; Ovyatépec),” and Ps. 45:10 addresses the princess 
as "daughter (n2; Ovydtn py The same terms are used to describe 
the maiden in Song 7:1 (2), as well as the other attendant maidens in 
Song 2:2 and Song 6:9.” 

Finally, both Ps. 45 and the Song of Songs use the same words to 
depict the bride's festive procession into the king's quarters. Psalm 
45:15 describes the princess and her virgin companions. It reads, *With 
joy and gladness (5%) niya; sbhdpoobvyn xoi йүхААбсєл) they are 
led along (åneveyðńoovtat) as they enter (лгал) the palace of the 
king (772; BacciAéoc)." Song of Songs 1:4 describes a similar scene: 
“The king (7777; 6 Вас1ле0с̧) has brought me (7)%27; seiof|veykév 
ue) into his chambers. We will exult and rejoice (nppg) m»; 
åàyarMmacopeða Kai sddpavO@psv) in you." The four parallels in 
Hebrew and Greek vocabulary are quite remarkable. 


?! See also Dijkema, “Zu Psalm 45," 27. He notes the presence of myrrh and the king in 
both Ps. 45:8 and Song 3:6, but does not mark any shared vocabulary. 

22 See also Mulder, Studies on Psalm 45, 125, 155, n. 232; Tournay, “Affinités du 
Ps. xlv avec le Cantique," 190—91. Mulder notes the similar Hebrew vocabulary of Ps. 
45:8 and Song 1:13; 3:6; 4:6, 14; 6:1, 5, 13. Tournay emphasizes parallels between 
Ps. 45:8 and Song 3:6-7; 4:14. 

23 Although there is more shared vocabulary in Hebrew, this point is valid for messi- 
anic exegesis of both the MT and the LXX. 

?* Tournay also recognizes that both Ps. 45:9 and Song 2:6; 8:3 refer to the bride- 
groom's “right hand" (“Affinités du Ps. xlv avec le Cantique,” 196). 

?5 [n Ps. 45:12, the NRSV translates this word “people.” 

?6 See also Dijkema, “Zu Psalm 45,” 27. He notes that king’s daughters act as 
bridesmaids in both Ps. 45:9, 13 and Song 6:9; 7:1 (2), but does not mark any shared 
vocabulary. 

77 See also Dijkema, “Zu Psalm 45," 27; Mulder, Studies on Psalm 45, 136 -37, 155, n. 
232; Tournay, “Affinités du Ps. xlv avec le Cantique," 204. Dijkema mentions the similar 
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On the basis of shared vocabulary, then, it is possible to associate the 
bridegroom in the Song of Songs with the Messiah in Ps. 45. Like 
the Messiah of Ps. 45, the bridegroom of the Song of Songs is the 
subject of a love song, and he is called a king. He is extraordinarily 
handsome, and his consort is also quite beautiful. His retinue of mighty 
men all wear swords on their thighs. The fragrance of myrrh and aloes 
surrounds him, and his consort is at his right hand. The bride (along 
with the other female attendants) is called a daughter, and she is led to 
the king’s quarters with joy and gladness.** Like Ps. 45, the Song of 
Songs can be understood as a description of the Messiah’s marriage 
celebration. 

The Fourth Evangelist never explicitly makes any of these nine 
connections between Ps. 45 and the Song of Songs. Nevertheless it is 
not unreasonable to conclude that he might have initiated or inherited 
them, since other exegetes do in fact recognize the same connections. 
At least five of them receive attention in third-century commentaries. 
Hippolytus specifically mentions two in his Commentary on the Song 
of Songs. He apparently links the adjective колт in Song 1:8 with the 
noun K&AAo¢ in Ps. 45:2, explaining that since Christ is more beautiful 
than the sons of men (Ps. 45:2), his follower has become beauti- 
ful among women (Song 1:8). In addition, Hippolytus uses the de- 
scription of the warrior king in Ps. 45:3—5 to interpret the significance 
of the armed guard in Song 3:7. He notes that sixty ancestors of Christ 
(Song 3:7) bore the sword of the Word on their thighs, going forth for 
the sake of truth (Ps. 45:4).°° 

Origen engages in a similar method of exegesis, achieving similar 
results. His Commentary on the Song of Songs contains an extensive 
discussion of Song 1:4: “The king has brought me into his chambers. 
We will exult and rejoice in you.” According to Origen, the bride of 
Song 1:4 is accompanied by virgins as described in Ps. 45:14-15: 
“Behind her the virgins, her companions, follow. With joy and gladness 


situations of Ps. 45:15 and Song 1:4, but does not mark any shared vocabulary. Both 
Mulder and Tournay note the similar situations as well as the shared Hebrew vocabulary. 

28 Scholars have also noted other, less remarkable parallels. Mulder (Studies on Psalm 
45, 123) and Tournay (“Affinités du Ps. xlv avec le Cantique,” 190) point out that Ps. 45:7 
and Song 1:7 both mention "companions." Mulder notes shared Hebrew vocabulary in Ps. 
45:17, which celebrates the king's name, and Song 1:4, which extols the couple's love 
(Studies on Psalm 45, 140). Tournay draws attention to the “lilies” in the superscription of 
Ps. 45 and in Song 2:1-2, 16; 4:5; 6:2-3; 7:2 (3) (“Affinités du Ps. xlv avec le Cantique,” 
173, 177). Lorentz observes that Ps. 45 is a love song about a king waiting for the bridal 
procession, as in Song 3:6—10 (Das althebrüische Liebeslied, 67). 

29 Hippolytus, Eic tò dope, Frag. 5. The commentary reckons Song 1:8 as 1:7b. 

30 Ibid., Frag. 17. 
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they are led along as they enter the palace of the king." Origen 
presumably quotes Ps. 45:14—15 here because of its likeness to Song 
1:4.°° He then cites Ps. 45:8, “Your robes are all fragrant with myrrh 
and aloes and cassia,” in a discussion about the bag of myrrh in Song 
1:13. He points out that the unguent worn by the Song’s bride also 
perfumes the garments of the Psalm’s king. At the same time, he makes 
an implicit connection between the “beloved” of Ps. 45 (LXX Ps. 44) 
and the “beloved” of the Song of Songs. He notes that Ps. 45:8, along 
with the rest of the Psalm, is “also” addressed to the “beloved.” In other 
words, Ps. 45 is addressed to the “beloved,” as is the Song of Songs. ^ 

This does not necessarily mean that Hippolytus and Origen have 
inherited a first-century tradition of using shared vocabulary to connect 
the Song of Songs to Ps. 45. They could just as easily have made these 
connections on their own. The important point is that this kind of 
interpretation is more than just possible. Christians actually did engage 
in messianic exegesis, using Ps. 45 and the Song of Songs. 

Messianic interpretation of the Song of Songs in light of Ps. 45 
lends strong support to the notion that John alludes to Song 1:12 and 
3:1-4. John's portrayal of Jesus, the Messiah reclining at table and 
surrounded by the fragrance of a woman's nard, is compatible with a 
messianic interpretation of Song 1:12. The king (122; BuotAevc) on the 
couch in Song 1:12 is none other than the King (325; Baotdetc) 
Messiah of Ps. 45:1, 5, 11, and 14. As John sees it, the nard foreshadows 
the king's imminent death. In the same way, John's description of a 
woman's search for the missing Jesus is based on a messianic inter- 
pretation of Song 3:1—4. He identifies the Song's missing man, the 
one “whom my soul loves (öv түүйттүову ў Woxh роо)” as the 
Messiah, the subject of Ps. 45, “A song concerning the beloved (олёр 
tod йүжттүто®).” For John, the searching woman cannot find the risen 
Messiah because she is looking for a corpse. When she finally recognizes 
him, she cannot hold him because he is ascending to God. 


A joyful wedding procession 


For readers of the MT, Jer. 33:10—11 is a rather obvious candidate for 
some kind of messianic interpretation. The prophecy that the voice of 


at Origen, Comm. Cant. 1.5. 
32 See above, p. 113. 
33 Origen, Comm. Cant. 2.10; cf. Hom. Cant. 2 3. 
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the bridegroom and the voice of the bride will once more be heard is 
immediately followed by a promise about a Davidic king: 


In those days and at that time I will cause a righteous Branch to 
spring up for David; and he shall execute justice and righteous- 
ness in the land. In those days Judah will be saved and Jerusalem 
will live in safety. And this is the name by which it will be 
called: “The Lonp is our righteousness.” (Jer. 33:15-16) 


This passage, together with similar references to “a branch" from 
Jesse's roots in Isa. 11:1—5 and “the Branch" in Zech. 6:12, was 
undoubtedly accepted as a messianic prophecy. ^ 

Jeremiah never explicitly identifies “the bridegroom” of Jer. 
33:11 with the “Branch” of Jer. 33:15. Messianic significance can be 
attributed to the bridegroom, however, by virtue of association 
with Ps. 45 and the Song of Songs. We have seen that both Ps. 45 and 
the Song of Songs describe a joyful wedding procession using the 
words “joy (ebdpoovvn),” “gladness (ngo?)," and “lead/enter/bring 
(Nia; єісфёро).” Jeremiah also uses these terms to describe a similar 
scene. In Jer. 33:11, the voice of the bridegroom and the voice of the 
bride are accompanied by “the voice of mirth and the voice of gladness 
(ngog vip] тїй vip; dav sddpoobvyg Kai pov xxpuooóvno). ^ 
These voices sing “as they bring (2x27; cicoicovoly) thank offerings 
to the house of the Lord.” In Ps. 45:15 and Song 1:4, the bride is 
brought into the king’s quarters with joy. In the same way, the voice 
of joy accompanies the bride and bridegroom of Jer. 33:11 as they bring 
offerings into the temple. ^ 

The similarities do not end here. The same note of praise is sounded 
at the end of both Ps. 45 and Jer. 33:11. Psalm 45:17 reads, “Therefore 
the peoples will praise you (3757; éEopoAoyhoetat cot) forever 
and ever (чу) 2979; gig tov ai@va Kai eig тӧу ai@va toO ori voc)." 


34 First-century messianic interpretation of Jer. 33:15-16 would not have been possible 
for exegetes using a Greek Bible. The text reckoned as Jer. 33:14—26 in the MT does not 
appear in the best LXX manuscripts, including A, B, К, and translations by Aquila and 
Symmachus. 

35 The variant e.covowv appears in B and x. It is not at all likely that this reflects the 
original translation, as it can be easily explained as an instance of haplography. The verb 
ELOOLOOVOV is attested by both A and N^ (B^ amends ғ1600С1У to otcovctv) and more 
accurately translates the Hebrew. If a Johannine exegete sought to establish the strongest 
possible link between Greek versions of Jer. 33:11, Song 1:4, and Ps. 45:15, it would have 
been necessary for him to have had access to a text containing this reading. 

36 Mulder also recognizes the shared Hebrew vocabulary of Ps. 45:15; Song 1:4; and 
Jer. 33:11 (Studies on Psalm 45, 137, 155, n. 232). 
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Likewise, the voices of Jer. 33:11 sing, “Give thanks (1r; 
"ESonoAoyseto0g) to the Lord of hosts, for the Lord is good, for his 
steadfast love endures forever (07197; eig тӧу aidva)!” The bridegroom- 
Messiah of Ps. 45 is praised forever, and the Lord of Jer. 33:11 is praised 
because his steadfast love endures forever. 

Because of similar vocabulary, then, the Messiah of Ps. 45:15-17 can 
be associated not only with the bridegroom of Song 1:4 but also with 
the bridegroom of Jer. 33:10—11. In Ps. 45 and Song 1, the princess is 
brought into his palace with joy, and in Ps. 45 he receives praise 
forever. Similarly, in Jer. 33, he joins the bride in a joyful procession 
to the temple, where the Lord is praised because his steadfast love 
endures forever. In both passages, the advent of the Messiah becomes 
the occasion for a festive gathering with joyful praise. This image in 
turn may inspire John 3:22—30. The voice of the bridegroom-Messiah 
in the joyful wedding procession becomes the voice of Jesus, the 
bridegroom-Messiah, heard by his rejoicing friend John the Baptist." 

It is interesting to note that identification of the bridegroom in Jer. 
33:10—11 as the Messiah enables messianic interpretation of similar 
prophecies in Jer. 7:32—34, 16:9, and 25:10. This may account for 
the presence of the phrase бор ророо in both Jer. 25:10 and John 
12:3. The fragrance of the perfume that vanishes with the bridegroom- 
Messiah (Jer. 25:10) now fills the house where Jesus reclines at table 
(John 12:3). 


Israel's forbears at a well of living water 


The story of Jacob and Rachel in Gen. 29:1—20 displays some remark- 
able similarities to the Song of Songs. For instance, each takes place in 
a pastoral setting and portrays its protagonist as a shepherd. Genesis 
29 features flocks of sheep (182779; noiuvia npo&cov) and the act 
of pasturing (лУ7; noiuaívo) them (vv. 2—3, 6—10). Jacob himself 
assumes the role of a shepherd by watering “the flock (jNx^nN; tà 
npóßata) of his mother's brother Laban" (v. 10). The Song of Songs 
also mentions flocks (7y; noípvia), sheep (NX), and pasturing (луз; 
то1нойуоФ) (Song 1:7-8).** Like Jacob, the bridegroom in the Song of 
Songs assumes the role of a shepherd. He “pastures his flock (лу; 
noipaivo)” among the lilies and in the gardens (Song 2:16; 6:2). 


37 
See above, p. 58. 
38 The only similar Greek words are noiva and norpaivo. 
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Both Gen. 29 and the Song of Songs also refer to a beautiful daughter 
who is loved by her bridegroom. Genesis 29:17-18 reads, “Rachel was 
graceful and beautiful (ANN ND) INATND; колт TO sider Kai paia 
tH ӧл). Jacob loved (22:8; түүйттүо^у) Rachel; so he said, ‘I will 
serve you seven years for your younger daughter (323; тс Ovyatpdc 
соо) Rachel.'" (Rachel is also called a “daughter” in vv. 6 and 10.) 
According to Gen. 29:20, the seven years “seemed to him but a few 
days because of the love (їлолхо; tò åyanâv) he had for her." 

Rachel's appearance matches that of the bride in the Song of Songs. 
As we have seen, this bride is also “beautiful (5*5; kah)” (Song 1:5, 8, 
15; 2:10, 13; 4:1, 7; 5:9; 6:1, 4, 10). Her "face is lovely (MNI TRA; 
f| OG Gov ópaíto)," and she is “comely (л); ópaío)" as Jerusalem 
(2:14; 4:3; 6:4). She and the bridegroom share a “love (1398; йүблт)” 
that is stronger than death and more precious than all of a person's 
worldly goods (8:6—7). Finally, like Rachel, she is called “daughter (n3; 
Ovyatnp)” (7:1 [2]). 

It should be noted that Rachel’s appearance and identity as a daughter 
further link Gen. 29:17—18 with Ps. 45. As we have seen, Ps. 45:11 also 
describes the “beauty (0°; тоо xoAAXouc oov)" of the princess. In 
Ps. 45:10, she is said to be a “daughter (na; Өоүсттр).” Thus two of 
the connections between Gen. 29 and the Song of Songs derive directly 
from fundamental links between the Song of Songs and Ps. 45. 

Finally, both Gen. 29 and the Song of Songs mention a well. Song 
of Songs 4:15 features “a garden fountain, a well of living water 
(ng mp ANA; фрёжр обжтос Сдутос).” The word “well” provides the 
necessary connection to Gen. 29:1-12, in which Jacob encounters 
Rachel at a “well (^83; þpéxp)” (Gen. 29:2-3, 8, 10). 

This link can be further related to a previously noted parallel between 
Song 4 and Ps. 45. According to Ps. 45:8, the robes of the king are 
fragrant with “myrrh and aloes." As noted above, messianic exegesis of 
the Song of Songs connects this phrase to Song 4:14, which mentions 
“myrrh and aloes." The very next verse, Song 4:15, refers to the well. 

Both the well and the myrrh and aloes can be understood to belong to 
the Song’s bridegroom. The phrase “myrrh and aloes" describes the 
garden comprising “your shoots (7170; &rootoAod cov)" (v. 13). In 
Hebrew, the second-person possessive feminine ending refers to the 
antecedent 725 ^rins, the sister-bride of the previous verse (Song 4:12). 
In the LXX, however, the possessive pronoun oov does not specify 
gender. The one whose garden contains myrrh and aloes could just as 


39 See above, p. 113. 
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easily be a man. Indeed, according to Song 4:16—5:1 (LXX), the garden 
with the shoots of myrrh and aloes belongs to the beloved (ü6gX.pi60c). 
Thus the garden described in Song 4:12-15 (LXX), with its myrrh and 
aloes and its well of living water, belongs to the bridegroom. He can 
then be associated both with the bridegroom of Ps. 45, whose robes are 
fragrant with myrrh and aloes, and also with Jacob, who encounters 
Rachel at a well. 

Messianic exegesis of the Song of Songs can thus lead to messianic 
exegesis of Gen. 29:1—20. The bridegroom-Messiah in the Song of 
Songs, who acts as a shepherd (Song 2:16; 6:2) and whose garden 
contains a well of living water (Song 4:14—15), is like Jacob, who 
waters sheep (Gen. 29:10) at a well (Gen. 29:23, 8, 10). His bride, a 
daughter (Song 7:1 [2]) beautiful (Song 1:5, 8, 15; 2:10, 13; 4:1, 7; 5:9; 
6:1, 4, 10) and lovely in appearance (Song 2:14; 4:3; 6:4), is like 
Rachel, the beautiful and lovely (Gen. 29:17) daughter (Gen. 29:6, 10, 
18) of Laban. Finally, the love shared by the bridegroom-Messiah and 
his bride (Song 8:6-7) is like the love of Jacob for Rachel (Gen. 29:18, 
20). Jacob, therefore, can be associated with the bridegroom-Messiah 
of the Song of Songs. 

This unusual interpretation seems somewhat improbable. Neverthe- 
less, at least one early Christian does indeed recognize verbal parallels 
between Gen. 29 and the Song of Songs. In the prologue to his Com- 
mentary on the Song of Songs, Origen discusses the Song's theme of 
love. To show that the theme of love appears elsewhere in Scripture, 
Origen quotes Gen. 29:17-18: "Rachel was graceful and beautiful. 
Jacob loved Rachel; so he said, ‘I will serve you seven years for your 
younger daughter Rachel.’ vM Using shared vocabulary to link Jacob's 
love for Rachel with the love extolled in the Song of Songs is therefore 
not just a possibility. That one exegete explicitly does so increases 
the probability that John relies implicitly on the same connection. 

So does an additional allusion in John 4:4—42 — an allusion to Song 
4:13-16. When Jesus meets the Samaritan woman at Jacob's well 
(фрёор), he offers her “living water (обор tv)” (John 4:10—11) — just 
like the “living water (060c0p GÓv)" that flows from the well (bpéap) 
of Song 4:15.*' The Jesus of John 4 thus resembles not only Jacob at 
the well in Gen. 29, but also the owner of the well of living water from 
Song 4. John apparently associates Gen. 29:1—20 with Song 4:13-16, 


ap Origen, Comm. Cant., Prologue. 
^! See also Jonathan Grothe, “Seventh Sunday after Pentecost: John 4:5-15,” Concordia 
Journal 11 (1985), 109. 
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and applies both texts to Jesus. John’s Jesus, the Messiah prophesied in 
the Song of Songs, is like Jacob, the progenitor of a family of faith.** 

Messianic exegesis of the Song of Songs, Jer. 33:10—11, and Gen. 
29:1—20 thus provides a plausible explanation for the allusions in John 
3:22-30, 4:4—42, 12:1-8, and 20:1, 11-18. These biblical texts about 
marriage are prominent for John because he interprets them as messi- 
anic prophecies. They can be understood as references to the Messiah 
in light of Ps. 45. They also help him to describe the life and death of 
his Messiah, Jesus. John borrows details from Jeremiah’s bridegroom 
prophecy to describe Jesus’ success in Judea and to delineate Jesus’ 
relationship with John the Baptist. He tells the story about Jesus in 
Samaria after a pattern established by the account of Jacob’s betrothal 
to Rachel. He crafts his accounts of a woman anointing Jesus and of 
Mary Magdalene at the empty tomb according to a structure adopted 
from similar scenes in the Song of Songs. Alluding to a bridegroom 
prophecy, a betrothal narrative, and erotic poetry thus enables John to 
create a portrait of Jesus as a bridegroom-Messiah: the epitome of the 
bridegroom in Jer. 33:10—11, of the patriarch Jacob in Gen. 29:1—20, of 
the beloved king in the Song of Songs — and of the royal bridegroom 
in Ps. 45. 


Excursus: more evidence from the Fourth Gospel 
for messianic exegesis based on Psalm 45 


John’s final chapters resonate with other, fainter, echoes of biblical 
texts that may reflect further messianic exegesis based on Ps. 45. The 
strongest occurs in John’s burial scene. As Joseph of Arimathea and 
Nicodemus prepare the body of Jesus for interment, they wrap it in 
linen cloths together with a “mixture of myrrh and aloes (шуро 
ouúpvng кої GAOns)” (John 19:39). A similar phrase occurs in Song 
4:14, in which “myrrh and aloes (niog5; срорус 01.00)” are listed 
among the plants in a flourishing orchard.** 

Yet another word links Jesus’ burial to the Song’s orchard: the noun 
“garden (кїүтос)” (John 19:41; Song 4:12, 15, 16).** These instances 


42 Hanson also notes the parallel between Song 4:15 and John 4, but cannot determine 
why John might have considered the Song as a prophecy of the Samaritan encounter 
(Prophetic Gospel, 58). Messianic exegesis of Gen. 29 and Song 4:14—15 in light of Ps. 45 
provides the necessary warrant. 

43 John's phrase “opwpvng Kai @Абтүс” also closely resembles the wording of Song 
4:14 as attested by К: “opupva oon." 

^ cf. Feuillet, “Recherche du Christ,” 106; Schneiders, “Resurrection Narrative," 
1:394 and “Easter Jesus,” 161; Winsor, A King Is Bound, 42. 


The bridegroom-Messiah of Psalm 45 121 


of verbal correspondence are supported by the recurrence of an allusion 
to the “well (фрёор)” and the “living water (660p Cav)” of Song 4:15 
in John 4:10—11.^? Like John’s allusions to Song 1:12 and 3:1—4, these 
faint echoes may indicate that Jesus is the Messiah portrayed in the 
Song of Songs. Not only does he offer living water from a well, he also 
is buried with myrrh and aloes in a garden. 

The phrase “myrrh and aloes" may also constitute an allusion to 
Ps. 45:8. This verse, which describes the robes of the king, fragrant 
with “myrrh and aloes (nivgNi5; opvpva koi otakth),” contains 
the only other biblical occurrence of this phrase. A possible allusion to 
Ps. 45:8 in John 19:39 is strengthened by circumstantial correspondence 
between the king's robe and Jesus' linen cloths. This imparts a touch of 
poignant irony to the interment scene. In Ps. 45, the myrrh and aloes 
lend a rich aroma to the wedding garments of God's anointed. For John, 
this mixture imparts its fragrance to the burial garment of Jesus, the 
crucified Messiah. "^ 

A second echo can be detected in John’s account of Jesus’ arrest. 
John 18:6 reads, “When Jesus said to them, ‘I am he,’ they stepped back 
and fell to the ground (ёлтл\Өоу sig тй длісо кої £xgoov yapai).” 
Barrett points out parallels between John 18:6 and Ps. 27:2, “My 
adversaries and foes (oi éy@poi pov) . . . shall stumble and fall 
(éneoav),” along with Ps. 56:9, “Then my enemies will retreat 
(érvoxpéyouoiv oi éyOpoí pov eig tà длісо) in the day when I 
call."^' In addition, Reim proposes an allusion to Ps. 45:5: 


Your arrows are sharp 
in the heart of the king's enemies (тфу éy0póv tod 
Boc éoc); 
the peoples fall under you (Aoi блокбто Gov necoðvtat). 


45 See above, p. 119. 

46 The similarity between John 19:39 and Ps. 45:8 is also noted by Westcott (Gospel 
According to St. John, 281), Barrett (Gospel According to St. John), 465), and Hanson 
(Prophetic Gospel, 225). Brown includes a similar note about John 19:39 and Song 4:14 
(John XIII-XXI, 940), while Adolf Schlatter briefly notes the parallel between John 19:39, 
Ps. 45:8, and Song 4:14 (Der Evangelist Johannes [Stuttgart: Calwer, 1948], 355). Hanson 
alone suggests a reason for the similarity: John demonstrates that Jesus is a king, like the 
king of Ps. 45:8. He then suggests that John 19:39 represents Jesus' body as the future 
church, anointed with myrrh and aloes and risen as a well of living water, as prophesied in 
Song 4:14—15. I suspect rather that if John indeed alludes to Song 4:14—15, he regards it 
as a prophecy about the Messiah. 

47 Barrett, Gospel According to St. John, 434; cf. Hanson, Prophetic Gospel, 201. 

^5 Günter Reim, “Jesus As God in the Fourth Gospel: The Old Testament Back- 
ground,” NTS 30 (1984), 158-59; Zugänge zum Evangelium des Johannes (Erlangen: 
Ev.-Luth. Mission, 1994), 119. Reim also discusses other, even fainter, echoes of Ps. 45. 
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Both Barrett and Reim may be correct, since Pss 27:2 and 56:9 can be 
linked to Ps. 45:5 on the basis of shared vocabulary. All three verses 
refer to “enemies (VIN; €yOpoi)”; in both Ps. 45:5 and Ps. 27:2, those 
enemies “fall (753; ninto).” It is entirely possible that John understood 
Pss 27:2 and 56:9 as messianic prophecies in light of Ps. 45:5, and then 
alluded to this complex of messianic texts in his account of Jesus’ 
arrest. 

Two other factors add support to this notion. One is the dissonance 
of the falling incident. It fits neither the scene in John 18 nor the 
thematic structure of the Gospel as a whole. John never explains why 
Jesus’ enemies retreat and fall to the ground, nor does he describe how 
they get up again before taking Jesus into custody. The event has no 
apparent significance. Jesus’ opponents’ retreating and falling down 
harmonizes better with Pss 27:2, 56:9, and 45:5 than with John’s story. 

Second, the echo is subject to an interpretation that lends it some 
significance. In both John 18:6 and Ps. 45:5 (as well as in Pss 27:2 and 
56:9, interpreted as messianic prophecies), enemies fall to the ground 
before the Lord’s anointed. According to Ps. 45, the nation’s enemies 
surrender to the mighty Messiah. John, however, identifies these en- 
emies as a Roman cohort joined by the armed representatives of the 
chief priests and Pharisees, who fall before Jesus as he surrenders to 
them. For John, the Messiah ironically topples not only the Romans 
but also the leaders of Israel who oppose him. 

An argument can thus be made that John relies on messianic exegesis 
of Song 4:14, Ps. 27:2, and Ps. 56:9 in light of Ps. 45 to describe the 
fate of his Messiah, Jesus. It is interesting to observe the difference 
between possible echoes of Ps. 45 and related texts in John and the 
quotation of Ps. 45:6—7 in Hebrews. Hebrews 1:8—9 refers to the risen 
and exalted Jesus, the righteous Messiah whose kingdom lasts forever. 
In contrast, John seems to apply Ps. 45 to Jesus in the context of his 
crucifixion. The falling enemies, sent by Jewish authorities, eventually 
arrest John’s Messiah, and the fragrant robes are his burial cloths. As 
we have seen, John uses messianic prophecies elsewhere to show how 
a crucified Christ confounds the people's expectations." Here his 
possible echoes of messianic prophecies illustrate his portrayal of the 
crucified Jesus. 


49 See above, p. 42. 
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HEARING THE ECHOES 


If a tree falls in the forest and no one is there, does it make a sound? If 
an implied author transmits echoes of Scripture for the benefit of an 
implied audience, do those echoes ever reach the ears of real audiences? 
If so, how do those real audiences respond? Do they disregard the 
noise? Do they stop up their ears? Do they listen attentively? 

So far, our discussion of the Fourth Gospel’s allusions to marriage 
texts has ignored real authors and audiences. It has stayed within 
parameters established by the Gospel itself. Text-related criteria such 
as availability, correspondence, rhetorical emphasis, recurrence, and 
thematic coherence have been used to show how the Gospel’s implied 
author alludes to Jer. 33:10—11, Gen. 29:1-20, Song 1:12, and Song 
3:1—4. The implied author's overriding concern with Jesus’ messianic 
identity suggests that he and his audience attribute messianic signi- 
ficance to these passages. The fact that they can be interpreted as 
messianic prophecies in light of Ps. 45 lends strong support to this 
notion. There is also some indication that, for the implied author and 
audience, the Samaritan woman and Mary Magdalene — and perhaps 
the anonymous bride of John 3:29 — exemplify believers in some way. 
The Gospel text yields enough evidence to identify the allusions, to 
interpret them, and to explain their presence. 

Nevertheless, one wonders how they might have been produced and 
perceived by real people. Might the person or persons who composed 
the Fourth Gospel have intended these allusions? Would the Gospel’s 
original audience have been able to discern them? Would that audi- 
ence have recognized their messianic import? Would they have under- 
stood the female characters as paradigmatic believers or representative 
figures? How might contemporary faith communities appreciate and 
appropriate John’s allusions to marriage texts? 

These questions cannot be definitively answered. For one thing, 
John’s original author and audience are not strictly “real people.” 
Because they no longer exist, they must be imagined. Contemporary 
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audiences do exist, but their sheer number and variety makes it impos- 
sible to measure the impact of John’s echoes on each опе. Never- 
theless, we can speculate as to how well believers with a certain 
predisposition might hear them. In other words, the response of both 
the Johannine community and the church today to the Fourth Gospel's 
allusions to marriage texts can be constructed on the basis of the 
familiarity of those hypothetical audiences with the allusions’ com- 
ponent parts. How well can they be expected to know the evoked texts? 
Do they — or could they — understand those texts as messianic proph- 
ecies? Are they aware of conventions, associations, and aspects of 
resemblance that would establish the female characters as representa- 
tive figures? In this way, we can discern whether John's echoes of 
Jer. 33:10—11, Gen. 29:1—20, Song 1:12, and Song 3:1—4 might make 
a sound. We can then evaluate whether any sound they might 
make is worth listening to. 


Hearing the echoes in the first century 


Although John's original author and audience cannot be identified with 
any certainty, several of their traits can be posited with a high degree 
of probability. Extensive investigations within the past four decades 
into the nature of that audience have resulted in a remarkable scholarly 
consensus. Until the 1960s, critics had espoused various theories. 
Many ruled out Palestinian Jewish influence, since the Gospel's prom- 
inent dualism and Adyoc-concept lack parallels in the Old Testament 
and Rabbinic writings. Among major commentators, C. H. Dodd and 
C. K. Barrett traced Johannine thought to Greek philosophy and 
Hellenistic Judaism." Rudolf Bultmann insisted on a Gnostic back- 
ground.’ Raymond Brown, noting similarities between John’s Gospel 
and some of the recently published Dead Sea Scrolls, argued for an 
eclectic setting within Palestinian Judaism." Rudolf Schnackenburg 
posited a similar setting in Asia Minor, one that retained Syrian and 
Palestinian influences.” 

During the 1960s, new discoveries and fresh realizations eroded 
the foundations for several of these theories. Scholars were gaining 


! Tf this monograph is still being read fifty years from now, today's faith communities 
will also no longer exist. 

2 Dodd, Interpretation, 73; Barrett, Gospel According to St. John, 22-23. 

? Bultmann, Gospel of John, 7—9. 

4 Brown, John I—XII, lii-lxiv. 

5 Schnackenburg, Gospel According to St. John, 1:119-52. 
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familiarity with the Dead Sea Scrolls as well as recognizing that 
Palestinian Judaism was subject to greater Hellenistic influence than 
had been previously suspected.° Research on the Johannine community 
soon focused on the issues raised in J. Louis Martyn’s History and 
Theology in the Fourth Gospel, published in 1968. Based on his inter- 
pretation of John 9, Martyn offers a reconstruction of the relationship 
between Jewish messianists in the Johannine community and Pharisaic 
Jews following the destruction of the temple in 70 ce. Because Johan- 
nine believers insisted that Jesus is the Messiah, they were put out of 
local synagogues.” 

Brown and others had already argued that John’s original author and 
audience were involved in conflict with a Jewish group." In 1977, 
Brown published an article on the origins of the Johannine community.’ 
This article was followed in 1979 by his book The Community of 
the Beloved Disciple, which presents another reconstruction of the 
Johannine group's development and relationship to the synagogue. ^ 
Brown's work manifested the growing consensus: the Fourth Gospel 
reflects the late first-century emergence and mutual self-differentiation 
of primitive Christian messianism and Rabbinic Judaism in a commu- 
nity of Diaspora Jews.'' Recently, Adele Reinhartz has forcefully 
restated Kimelman's objection to the idea that Jews were expelling 
Christians from synagogues. '? Still, she agrees that some sort of conflict 


6 The relationship between the Fourth Gospel and the Dead Sea Scrolls is explored in 
John and Qumran (ed. James Н. Charlesworth; London: Chapman, 1972). 

7 Martyn, History and Theology, 30-59. 

8 Brown, John I-XII, lxx-Ixxv; Barrett, Gospel According to St. John, 79. 

? Raymond E. Brown, “Johannine Ecclesiology: The Community's Origins,” Int 31 
(1977): 379-93. 

10 Raymond E. Brown, The Community of the Beloved Disciple (New York: Paulist, 
1979). 

!! See Meeks, “Man from Heaven" and “Am I a Jew?," 163-86; Pancaro, Law; Oscar 
Cullmann, Der johanneische Kreis: Sein Platz im Spatjudentum, in der Jiingerschaft und 
im Urchristentum: Zum Ursprung des Johannesevangeliums (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 
1975); D. Moody Smith, “Johannine Christianity: Some Reflections on Its Character and 
Delineation," NTS 21 (1975): 222-48; Meeks, "Breaking Away: Three New Testament 
Pictures of Christianity's Separation from the Jewish Communities," in "To See Ourselves 
As Others See Us" : Christians, Jews, "Others" in Late Antiquity (ed. Jacob Neusner and 
Ernest S. Frerichs; Scholars Press Studies in the Humanities 8; Chico, Calif.: Scholars 
Press, 1985), 93-115; Alan Segal, Rebecca's Children: Judaism and Christianity in the 
Roman World (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1986), 156—58; Klaus 
Wengst, Bedrüngte Gemeinde und verherrlichter Christus: Ein versuch über das Johan- 
nesevangelium (Munich: Kaiser, 1990); Ashton, Understanding the Fourth Gospel; Sjef 
van Tilborg, Reading John in Ephesus (NovTSup 83; Leiden: Brill, 1996); Ringe, 
Wisdom's Friends, 10—28. 

i Reinhartz, Befriending the Beloved Disciple, 39-50; Kimelman, “Birkat Ha-Minim,” 
226-44, 391—403. 
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over Jewish belief in Jesus is indicated.'* The exact provenance of the 
Gospel remains a mystery, as do the identities of its author (or authors), 
redactor (or redactors), and primary source, the so-called “Beloved 
Disciple” (John 13:23; 19:26; 20:2; 21:7, 20-25).'* 

This reconstruction provides a plausible historical context for the 
use of Scripture by the Gospel’s implied author and audience. They 
understand Greek and are conversant with a Greek Bible, as might 
be expected of a first-century community of Jews living outside of 
Palestine. At the very least, members of such a community would have 
heard Gen. 29:1—20 and Jer. 33:10—11 read on the Sabbath. The trad- 
ition of reading the Song of Songs during Passover may also date back 
to the first century." Moreover, the Gospel’s biblical citations indicate 
that some community members engaged in close study of the Scripture 
texts, perhaps in some sort of group. ^ At least one of these may have 
known the Bible in Hebrew, an accomplishment that would not 
have been unusual either for an immigrant from Palestine or for a 
Hellenistic Jew who had been trained there. The Johannine community 
could certainly have produced both the Evangelist who alluded to 
biblical texts about marriage and an audience prepared to recognize 
those allusions. 


13 Reinhartz, Befriending the Beloved Disciple, 48-53. 

'4 Candidates for the place of composition include Alexandria (William H. Brownlee, 
“Whence the Gospel According to John?" in John and Qumran, 189-91), Syria (Wengst, 
Bedrüngte Gemeinde, 160-79), and Ephesus (Tilborg, Reading John in Ephesus). For 
reconstructions of stages in the Gospel’s composition, see Brown, John I-XII, xxxiv— 
xxxix; Ashton, Understanding the Fourth Gospel, 162—66. Charlesworth reviews pro- 
posals concerning the identity of the Beloved Disciple and presents evidence linking that 
character to Thomas (The Beloved Disciple: Whose Witness Validates the Gospel of John? 
[Valley Forge: Trinity, 1995], 127—287). Since there is as yet no consensus about the 
identity of the Gospel’s original author or authors, I will continue to refer to that entity as 
“John.” 

15 See Lundbom, “Between Text and Sermon,” 172; Waal, “John and the OT,” 34. The 
fact that John alludes to the Song of Songs, probably read during Passover, in the context 
of his passion narrative lends support to Guilding’s theory that John cites Israel’s 
Scriptures according to a Jewish lectionary. The theory is difficult to prove, since a 
first-century lectionary must be reconstructed (see Guilding, Jewish Worship, 6—44). 
Even if it is correct, however, it does not undermine the idea that John alludes to certain 
texts because of their messianic significance. The lectionary would simply have dictated 
his choices regarding placement of the allusions in the narrative. 

For a reconstruction of this enterprise, see R. Alan Culpepper, The Johannine 
School: An Examination of the Johannine School Hypothesis Based on the Investigation 
of the Nature of Ancient Schools (SBLDS 26; Missoula: Scholars Press, 1975). Charles- 
worth relates Culpepper’s construct to the well-known School of Thomas. He suggests 
that either the School of Thomas evolved from Johannine traditions or that Thomas 
traditions shaped both the Fourth Gospel and writings attributed to Thomas (Beloved 
Disciple, 360-89). 
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This community could also have produced an author and audience 
who appreciated the allusions’ messianic significance. They certainly 
believed that Jesus was the Messiah; indeed, beliefs about Jesus may 
have led to the rift between the Johannine community and their Jewish 
compatriots.'’ It probably also led to the reinterpretation of their 
Jewish traditions, a process that Luke Timothy Johnson describes as 
“the reshaping of the symbols of Judaism in the light of the experience 
of a crucified and raised Messiah." They would certainly have 
searched their Scriptures for messianic prophecies about Jesus, using 
exegetical techniques popular in the first century. It is not at all unlikely 
that the Johannine community, as reconstructed by modern scholars, 
would have understood Jer. 33:10—11, Gen. 29:1-20, Song 1:12, and 
Song 3:1—4 as messianic prophecies because of shared vocabulary with 
Ps. 45. 

This community could also have produced an author and audience 
who understood the Samaritan woman and Mary Magdalene as exam- 
ples of the people of God. The anonymous bride of John 3:29 and 
Mary of Bethany in John 12:1—8 should be excluded from consideration 
as exemplary characters. The bride does not do enough to exemplify 
anything. Mary of Bethany does only a little more. Her extravagance 
towards Jesus has caused some commentators to regard her as an 
example or a representative of devoted believers." John’s anointing 
story, however, does not so much emphasize Mary's devotion as fore- 
shadow Jesus' death. Since the narrative minimizes Mary's faith, one 
can hardly stress her possible representative value or exemplary role. 

The case is somewhat different for the Samaritan woman and Mary 
Magdalene, whose characters are more developed. The obstacles they 
face, the persistence they demonstrate, and the insights they gain can 
be related to a familiar convention whereby Israel's trials and triumphs 
are portrayed through stories about individual Jews. Daniel 1—6, for 
instance, is not simply the tale of young Jews in the courts of Gentile 


17 For reconstructions of their debate as reflected in the Fourth Gospel, see Martyn, 
History and Theology, 45—142; Marinus de Jonge, “Jewish Expectations about the ‘Mes- 
siah' According to the Fourth Gospel," NTS 19 (1972—73): 246—70; Segal, Rebecca's 
Children, 156—58; Ashton, Understanding the Fourth Gospel, 137—51. 

15 Luke Timothy Johnson, The Writings of the New Testament: An Interpretation (rev. 
edn; Minneapolis: Fortress, 1999), 16; cf. 145-49. 

19 See, e.g., Hoskyns, Fourth Gospel, 487; Tasker, Gospel According to St. John, 144; 
Culpepper, Anatomy, 141-42. 

20 John Rena argues that John’s female characters represent various issues or groups 
within the Johannine community. According to Rena, Mary of Bethany represents a 
prophet who foretells Jesus’ burial (“Women in the Gospel of John,” EgT 17 [1986], 
142). There is very little evidence to support this contention, however. 
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tulers. It epitomizes the experiences of all faithful Jews whose religious 
practices are proscribed by Gentile overlords. Like Daniel and his 
friends, they must keep the dietary laws, worship only Israel’s God, 
and observe the hours of prayer, even in the face of persecution. God 
will surely reward them for their faithfulness, just as God rewarded 
Daniel.”! 

Three other stories use women to exemplify the experiences of their 
Jewish audiences. Esther’s loyalty to her uncle Mordecai, her vulner- 
ability to the threats of the royal official Haman, and her seduction of 
King Ahasuerus reflect the experiences of many Diaspora Jews, who 
must appease their volatile Gentile overlords while remaining faithful 
to their heritage.” Jewish freedom fighters are paradigmatically por- 
trayed by Judith, who uses her sexual wiles to outwit a Gentile gen- 
eral.” Susanna’s story mirrors the experiences of Jews threatened by 
Hellenization. God rewards her purity by protecting her from violation 
by corrupt elders.” 

As a group of Diaspora Jews, John’s community may well have 
been used to identifying with characters like Daniel, Esther, Judith, 
and Susanna. Indeed, John’s author seems to have adopted the conven- 
tion whereby the challenges faced by his audience are met by the 
characters in his story.” For instance, the situation of the man born 
blind in John 9 may resemble that of Jewish messianists in the late first 
century. Like them, he is enlightened by Jesus, examined (along with 
his parents) by the Pharisees, and estranged from the synagogue. ^ In 
John 11, Martha and Mary of Bethany suffer as do believers whose 
comrades die before Jesus’ prophesied return. They speak for all be- 
reaved Christians when they lament, “Lord, if you had been here, my 
brother would not have died” (vv. 21, a 

In the same way, the questions raised by the woman at the well 
exemplify issues faced by Samaritan believers." They, too, have turned 


Hartman, Daniel, 61. 

22 White, “Esther,” 166-73. 

Levine, “Sacrifice and Salvation,” 18—23. 

Levine, “‘Hemmed in on Every Side.’” 

25 See also Fehribach, Women in the Life of the Bridegroom, 71 n. 83, 176-77. 

See Martyn, History and Theology, 26—40; Koester, Symbolism, 64. Evidence that 
believers experienced this kind of treatment can be found in John 5:1-18; Mark 13:9; 
Luke 4:14 —30; Acts 13:13—52. 

27 See also Collins, Representative Figures, 46; Culpepper, Anatomy, 140; Alois Stimpfle, 
Blinde Sehen: Die Eschatologie im traditionsgeschichtliche Prozess des Johannesevange- 
liums (BZNW 57; Berlin: de Gruyter, 1990), 247-72; Koester, Symbolism, 65—67. 

28 The thesis that John’s Gospel reflects Samaritan inclusion in the Johannine commu- 
nity is advanced by John W. Bowman (“Samaritan Studies," BJRL 40 [1958], 298—308; 
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from their ancestral worship to serve Jesus, the source of eternal life. 
Likewise, those who struggled to maintain faith in an absent Jesus 
might have found comfort in the reassurances given to Mary Magda- 
lene.^? They, too, must recall that Jesus is now with the Father. These 
women, and other characters like them, seem to have served as 
examples for the Gospel's audience. John's community probably re- 
lated to the interrogation of the man born blind, the grief of Martha 
and Mary of Bethany, the religious issues confronting the Samaritan 
woman, and the abandonment felt by Mary Magdalene — just as Diaspora 
Jews might have aspired to the courage of Daniel, the loyalty of Esther, 
the cunning of Judith, and the purity of Susanna. 

The Samaritan woman and Mary Magdalene may even have served as 
more than examples for the Fourth Gospel's author and audience. There 
are some indications that they, along with the anonymous bride of John 
3:29 and Mary of Bethany in John 12:1-8, may also have symbolized 
believers in some way. The Johannine community may well have been 
aware of a second familiar convention — one that uses marriage imagery 
to illustrate the relationship between Christ and the church. This con- 
vention appears in various New Testament writings. For example, Paul 
reminds the Corinthian congregation, "I feel a divine jealousy for you, 
for I promised you in marriage to one husband, to present you as a chaste 
virgin to Christ" (2 Cor. 11:2). The author of Ephesians instructs married 
couples that the unity of husband and wife reflects the mystery of Christ 
and the church (Eph. 5:21—33). The author of Revelation depicts the 
ultimate salvation of the church as a marriage between the Lamb (that 
is, Christ) and his bride (Rev. 19:5—9; 21:2, 9). It was not unusual for 
first-century believers to imagine themselves as the bride of Christ. ? 


The Samaritan Problem: Studies in the Relationships of Samaritanism, Judaism, and 
Early Christianity [trans. Alfred M. Johnson, Jr.; PTMS 4; Pittsburgh: Pickwick, 1975], 
57—69) and Edwin D. Freed (“Samaritan Influence in the Gospel of John," СВО 30 
[1968]: 580—87). The idea that Johannine theology was influenced by Samaritan beliefs 
is further developed by Purvis (“The Fourth Gospel and the Samaritans”) and questioned 
by Margaret Pamment (“Is There Convincing Evidence of Samaritan Influence on the 
Fourth Gospel?" ZNW 73 [1982]: 221-30). Whether or not they exercised theological 
influence, Samaritans were almost certainly included in (or evangelized by) the Johannine 
community, as indicated by John 4:4— 42. 

29 See also Feuillet, “Recherche du Christ,” 97; Collins, “Representative Figures," 124; 
de Boer, Johannine Perspectives, 129; Koester, Symbolism, 70; cf. Rena, “Women in the 
Gospel of John,” 145. 

3° For a thorough discussion of the marriage metaphor in these and other passages, see 
Richard Batey, New Testament Nuptial Imagery (Leiden: Brill, 1971). See also Claude 
Chavasse, The Bride of Christ: An Enquiry into the Nuptial Element in Early Christianity 
(London: Faber & Faber, 1940), 49-98; I. A. Muirhead, “The Bride of Christ,” SJT 5 
(1952): 175-87; Ernest Best, One Body in Christ (London: SPCK, 1955), 169-83; Alan 
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If John’s original author and audience had been familiar with this 
symbolic convention, they would have had no difficulty in understand- 
ing the bride in John 3:29 as a representative of believers. More 
specifically, the Messiah’s bride in this context would have represented 
those going to Jesus for baptism, mentioned in John 3:26.^' Her role is 
then undertaken in succession by the Samaritan woman, Mary of 
Bethany, and Mary Magdalene. The Fourth Evangelist and his audience 
may well have understood these female characters as representatives 
of the people of God, in terms of the symbolic convention employed in 
2 Cor. 11:2, Eph. 5:21-33, and Rev. 19:5-9; 21:2, 9. 

If the Johannine community favored a symbolic interpretation of 
the brides in the evoked marriage texts, then it is even more likely that 
they regarded John's female characters as representative figures. Was 
this because first-century audiences discerned any symbolism in Jer. 
33:10—11; Gen. 29:1—20; or the Song of Songs? There is no evidence 
for a symbolic interpretation of the bride in Jer. 33:11. In addition, there 
is very little indication that Rachel was understood to represent the 
people of God. Since Rachel was the grandmother of Ephraim and 
Manasseh, one might expect that she would come to symbolize Israel 
in popular imagination. ^ Nevertheless, actual evidence for a symbolic 
understanding of Rachel is scant. To my knowledge, nothing in the 
Targums or rabbinic literature suggests that Rachel is more than the 
wife of Jacob and mother of Joseph and Benjamin. The only place 
in Scripture where Rachel is clearly used as a figure of speech is in 
Jer. 31:15, quoted in Matt. 2:18: 


A voice was heard in Ramah, 
wailing and loud lamentation, 

Rachel weeping for her children; 
she refused to be consoled, 
because they are no more. 


Richardson, Introduction to the Theology of the New Testament (London: SCM Press, 
1958), 256—58; Claude Welch, The Reality of the Church (New York: Scribner, 1958), 
131-38; Paul S. Minear, Images of the Church in the New Testament (Philadelphia: 
Westminster, 1960), 54—56. 

5! So Plummer (Gospel According to S. John, 102), Zander (“Précurseur,” 105), 
Boismard (“Ami de l'époux," 291), Sanders (Commentary, 134), Feuillet (“Symbolisme 
de la colombe," 539— 40), and Schneiders (Revelatory Text, 187; Written That You May 
Believe, 35). 

32 Indeed, Joel W. Rosenberg suggests that the rivalry between Rachel and Leah in 
Gen. 29-30 reflects the historical conflict between Israel and Judah (“Сепеѕіѕ,” in The 
HarperCollins Study Bible [ed. Wayne A. Meeks; New York: HarperCollins, 1993], 38). 
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Here, even as she expresses Israel’s grief, she retains her primary role as 
their mother. 

In this context, it should be noted that part of the Samaritan woman’s 
significance for John’s original audience can probably be found in 
her maternal role. The importance of John’s allusion to Gen. 29 lies 
in the implicit comparison between those who believe in Jesus and 
God’s chosen people. Christian beginnings are just like Israel’s begin- 
nings; their spiritual ancestors (Jesus and the Samaritan woman) are just 
like Israel’s biological ancestors (Jacob and Rachel). They seem to have 
understood their experience of Jesus as the founder of their faith 
community in terms of their biblical tradition about Jacob as the 
patriarch of Israel. The Samaritan woman, whose encounter with Jesus 
and ensuing witness elicits belief among her people, becomes a sort of 
spiritual mother. 

The situation is somewhat different with the Song of Songs. There 
is plenty of evidence that ancient exegetes regarded the Song’s bride 
as a symbol of the people of God. To be sure, most of this evidence 
postdates the first century. For Origen (third century), the Song de- 
scribes the relationship between Christ and believers, both individually 
and corporately.” According to Song of Songs Rabbah (sixth century) 
and the Song of Songs Targum (seventh century), it relates God’s 
encounter with Israel at Mount Sinai." 

What little evidence there is for first-century readings of the Song 
of Songs does not conclusively demonstrate that allegorical interpret- 
ation of the Song of Songs was an early innovation. It does, however, 
support the possibility. Especially suggestive are these allusions from 
the late first-century apocalypse 4 Ezra: "From all the flowers of the 
world you have chosen for yourself one lily, . . . and from all the birds 
that have been created you have named for yourself one dove" (4 Ezra 
5:24, 26).^ The “Шу” of v. 24 apparently alludes to Song 2:1-2: 


I am a rose of Sharon, 
a lily of the valleys. 


33 See Origen, Comm. Cant. 

34 See Jacob Neusner, Song of Songs Rabbah: An Analytical Translation (2 vols; BJS 
197-98; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1989) and Isaac Jerusalmi, The Song of Songs in the 
Targumic Tradition (Cincinnati: Ladino Books, 1993). For a discussion on the relationship 
between Christian and Rabbinic interpretation of the Song of Songs, see Ephraim 
E. Urbach, “The Homiletical Interpretation of the Sages and the Expositions of Origen 
on Canticles, and the Jewish-Christian Disputation," in Studies in Aggadah and Folk- 
Literature (ed. Joseph Heinemann and Dov Noy; ScrHier 22; Jerusalem: Magnes, 1971), 
247-75. 

35 Trans. Bruce M. Metzger, OTP 1:533. 
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As a lily among brambles, 
so is my love among maidens. 


Similarly, the “dove” of v. 25 echoes Song 2:14: 


O my dove, in the clefts of the rock, 
in the covert of the cliff, 

let me see your face, 
let me hear your voice; 

for your voice is sweet, 
and your face is lovely. 


It seems that at least this first-century writer understood that the “lily” 
of Song 2:1-2 and the “dove” of Song 2:14 represent the people of 
Israel, chosen by God from all the nations. ^ 

Other clues indicate that the Song of Songs was studied and appreci- 
ated in the first century, probably for its symbolic significance. Frag- 
ments of the Song were discovered at Qumran (4QCant^*; 6QCant), 
along with a piece of a possible commentary (4QCommCant). There is 
also evidence that the canonicity of the Song of Songs was contested. 
The debate persisted into the second century, eliciting the famous 
dictum of R. Akiba as preserved in m. Yad. 3.5: “The entire age is not 
so worthy as the day on which the Song of Songs was given to Israel. 
For all the scriptures are holy, but the Song of Songs is the holiest 
of all." It is difficult to imagine that the Pharisees and sectarians 
who accepted its canonicity interpreted it literally. They most likely 
considered it symbolic of the relationship between God and Israel. 

If Johannine exegetes interpreted the Song in light of Ps. 45 as a 
messianic prophecy, then it symbolized the relationship between God 
and God's people in a slightly different way. For them, the Song was 
about the Messiah, Jesus, and the community of believers. They appro- 
priated Israel's Scriptures not only to describe Jesus but also to illustrate 
their experience of Jesus. In so doing, they affirmed their identity as 
the people of God — in this case, by identifying with the Song's bride. 

Thus two symbolic conventions — one that uses marriage to illustrate 
the relationship between Christ and the church, and another that regards 


36 Pope, Song of Songs, 92. 

37 Trans. Jacob Neusner, іп Israel's Love Affair with God: Song of Songs (Bible of 
Judaism Library; Valley Forge: Trinity, 1993), 3. 

58 Symbolic interpretation of erotic poetry is not at all improbable. That the Qumran 
covenanters practiced it is evident from 1 1QPs? 21:11—17, a version of Sir. 51:13—19 that 
describes a young man's discovery of wisdom in terms of sexual intercourse. 
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the Song as an allegory concerning God and Israel — suggest that John’s 
female characters might have represented the people of God for the 
Gospel’s original author and audience. It should be noted, however, that 
the Gospel narrative does not place equal emphasis on each woman’s 
symbolic function. The bride of John 3:29 plays only a minor part. 
John the Baptist’s saying does not stress the identity of the bride. It is 
more concerned with the identity of the bridegroom. For the Johannine 
community, the bridegroom whose voice is heard in Judea is the 
Messiah prophesied in Jer. 33:10—11. He was introduced at Cana 
(2:1-11), and he will increase in Samaria (4:4—42). 

The Samaritan woman is given a more significant role. There is 
every indication that she exemplifies Samaritan believers. She is iden- 
tified as a Samaritan (vv. 7, 9); she refers to her ancestor Jacob 
(у. 12); she is designated with the plural pronouns bpeig and fpeis 
(vv. 12, 20—22); she has had five husbands and now lives with a sixth 
man (v. 18). John’s original author and audience, observing conventions 
by which women and brides symbolize the people of God, may even 
have understood her as a representative figure. Like Samaritan be- 
lievers, she forsakes her ancestral religions and joins herself to Jesus, 
the Messiah who offers eternal life.” Like Rachel, she becomes the 
mother of a family of faith. "^ 

Mary of Bethany plays the part of the Song's bride, whose nard per- 
fumes the king on the couch (Song 1:12 in John 12:3). If the symbolic 
value of the Song's bride is transferred to Mary of Bethany, then she, 
too, can be understood as a representative of the people of God.^' The 
narrative minimizes her representative role, however. More important 
than the bride with the nard is the bridegroom perfumed by the nard. 


39 See also Bligh, “Jesus in Samaria," 337; Marsh, Saint John, 209; Jaubert, Approches, 
61; Boismard and Lamouille, Evangile de Jean, 137; Culpepper, Anatomy, 137; Girard, 
“Jésus en Samarie," 303; Schneiders, Revelatory Text, 188—91; Koester, Symbolism, 49; 
Fehribach, Women in the Life of the Bridegroom, 58—61, 69. One of the ancestral 
traditions forsaken by the Samaritan believers seems to have been the expectation of an 
eschatological prophet. Samaritans did not look for a Davidic Messiah. Indeed, they and 
their ancestors had been officially distancing themselves from Judeans and their Davidic 
leaders since the secession under Jeroboam I in 922 sce (1 Kings 12). Instead of a 
Davidic Messiah, they expected a prophet like Moses as foretold in Deut. 18:18 (see 
Ferdinand Dexinger, Der Taheb: Ein "messianischer" Heilsbringer der Samaritaner 
[Salzburg: Müller, 1986] and “Samaritan Eschatology,” in The Samaritans [ed. Alan 
D. Crown; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1989], 272—76). In light of this, it seems incongruous 
that John's Samaritan woman expects the “Messiah” (John 4:25, 29). 

^9 See also Carmichael, “Marriage and the Samaritan Woman," 333; Cahill, “Narrative 
Art," 47; Fehribach, Women in the Life of the Bridegroom, 56—58. 

^! See also Cambe, "Influence du Cantique," 25; Fehribach, Women in the Life of the 
Bridegroom, 93. 
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John 12:3 serves mainly to fulfill the messianic prophecy in Song 1:12. 
The king on the couch is surrounded by the fragrance of nard — nard that 
foreshadows his death and burial. 

The Fourth Gospel places more emphasis on the role of Mary 
Magdalene (20:1, 11—18). She exemplifies the disciples who seek Jesus 
and recognize him (cf. 1:35—39; 6:16—21; 21:1—8). She fulfills proph- 
ecies in Jesus’ Farewell Discourse about disciples who weep and mourn 
before they see Jesus again (16:20—22) and about disciples who 
remain in the world while Jesus ascends to the Father (13:33, 38; 
17:11). For John's original author and audience, her exemplary role 
may be reinforced by a representative one. They might have recognized 
her as the conventional woman who represents the people of God or 
as the bride who symbolizes the faithful community. They might even 
have transferred to her the representative value of the Song's bride." 
Indeed, it has been argued that John's community would have perceived 
their own experience of Jesus' absence in the frantic search of Mary 
Magdalene. She certainly resembles Jesus’ first disciples, whose faith 
provided an example for that community. Like them — and like the 
Song’s bride — she looks for the Messiah and finally recognizes him. 


Hearing the echoes in the twenty-first century 


Throughout this study, I have acknowledged that several members of 
John’s modern audience have perceived at least some of his allusions 
to marriage texts. Perhaps another interpreter has drawn their attention 
to the echoes. Perhaps they have sensed the reverberations on their 
own. In either case, it is not surprising that biblical scholars would 
recognize instances of correspondence with Israel’s Scriptures. They 
possess the necessary prerequisites: they are familiar with Israel’s 
Scriptures and they are able to compare the Fourth Gospel with its 
evoked texts in Greek. 

Contemporary Christians who are not biblical scholars may have 
more difficulty hearing the echoes. This does not necessarily result 
from ignorance of Greek. Many translations retain instances of verbal 
correspondence. In the NRSV, for example, both John 3:29 and Jer. 
33:11 feature a “bride,” a “bridegroom,” and the bridegroom’s “voice.” 
John 4:4—42 and Gen. 29:1—20 each mention “Jacob,” а woman's 
“coming” to a “well,” and the woman’s “father.” John 12:3 and Song 
1:12 both contain the words “nard” and “fragrance,” and John 20:11-18 


42 See also Cambe, “Influence du Cantique," 25; Feuillet, “Recherche du Christ,” 97. 
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and Song 3:1—4 both use the verb “seek.” In addition, John’s allusions 
to marriage texts are clearly marked by circumstantial correspondence, 
apparent in a comparison between the Fourth Gospel and the MT in 
any translation. 

The biggest hindrance for contemporary Christian audiences is not 
their ignorance of Greek but rather their ignorance of Israel’s Scrip- 
tures, the Christian Old Testament. An audience will not recognize an 
evoked text unless that audience is thoroughly familiar with that text. 
Sadly, most twenty-first-century Christians are not as well acquainted 
with Israel’s Scriptures as were their first-century counterparts. Further- 
more, John’s evoked marriage texts are not among the best-known 
passages. Congregations that use the standard three-year lectionary 
never hear any of them read on Sundays. In addition, only one of them 
is a popular Sunday school lesson. For this reason, some churchgoers 
might recall that Jacob met Rachel at a well. Few, however, would 
know of Jeremiah’s bridegroom prophecies. Still fewer would be able 
to recall anything from the Song of Songs, with the possible exception 
of passages that are set to music or read at weddings (e.g., Song 2:4, 
10—13; 8:6—7), along with memorable lines such as, “Your neck is like 
the tower of David” (Song 4:4). Only Christians who have taken the 
trouble to study these books closely, either in school or on their own, 
might hear their echoes.** 

This kind of deafness has an easy cure: when one of the allusive 
texts is read during worship, the evoked text can be read as well.“ 
Listeners might catch John’s echoes if a reading of the evoked text has 
tuned their ears to the appropriate frequencies. This cure offers only a 
partial solution to the problem, however, since hearing does not neces- 
sarily lead to comprehension. Even if contemporary audiences are able 
to discern the echoes, they might not appreciate how those echoes 
enhance John’s portrayal of the bridegroom-Messiah and the people 
of God. For one thing, Jer. 33:10-11, Gen. 29:1—20, and the Song of 


43 Jewish congregations might be slightly more familiar with John’s evoked texts — 
especially Jer. 33:10—11, which is usually recited at weddings. 

44 Tn the three-year lectionary, John 3:23-30 is an alternate lesson for the Third Sunday 
of Advent in Year B. On that occasion, a reading of Jer. 33:10—16 might be substituted for 
the assigned Old Testament lesson (Isa. 65:17—25). On the Third Sunday of Lent in Year 
A, Gen. 29:1—20 could be read along with John 4:5— 42. On Monday in Holy Week, Years 
A and B, the reading of John 12:1-11 could be accompanied by a selection that includes 
Song 1:12, such as Song 1:12; 2:1—4. Finally, on Easter Sunday, Year A, John 20:1-18 
could be read together with Song 3:1— 4. This can also be done when John 20:1—18 is read 
in Years A and B on the Tuesday of Easter Week. John 20:1—18 and Song 3:1—4 are in 
fact read together on the feast of St Mary Magdalene. 
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Songs are not generally recognized as messianic prophecies. What is 
more, the term “Messiah” retains little of the meaning that it had for 
John’s original audience. “Messiah” or “Christ” has become just an- 
other designation for Jesus or a synonym for “Savior.” Many do not 
even know that the word “Christ” means “Anointed One.” For most 
Christians today, “Messiah” is a less meaningful concept than “Son of 
God,” “Redeemer,” or “Lord.” Therefore, a connection between Jesus’ 
role as a bridegroom and his messianic identity loses much of its 
significance. 

It is somewhat difficult to impart contemporary relevance to the 
term “Messiah.” Even those Christians who understand its significance 
for John’s original audience lack the beliefs that made Jesus’ messianic 
identity important for that audience. This especially hinders contem- 
porary understanding of John the Baptist’s bridegroom saying and Mary 
of Bethany’s anointing scene. How can Christians appreciate John 
3:22-30 as a fulfillment of messianic prophecy when they do not 
persistently hope that God will restore David’s dynasty? How can they 
understand the irony of John 12:1—8 unless they realize that the Messiah 
was not expected to die? 

Fortunately, one aspect of the concept has not been robbed of its 
cultural significance: the royal element. Everyone is familiar with 
the idea of a king. Even Americans, who have no monarch and who 
supposedly eschew the notion of hereditary titles, know all about 
kings from histories, fiction, film, television, and news reports (sen- 
sationalistic or otherwise) about royalty in other countries. Moreover, 
the idea that Jesus is a king enjoys popular currency in the church. The 
belief that Jesus, who now reigns with God in heaven, will someday 
come back to earth and establish an everlasting kingdom inspires 
Christian art, iconography, and hymnody to this day. Congregations 
that frequently celebrate Christ's kingship might at the very least be 
able to appreciate the image of Jesus as a king who dies as presented 
in John's allusion to Song 1:12.^ 

For many Christians, it is more difficult to comprehend the messianic 
significance of the echoes than it is to perceive a connection between 


45 The royal significance of John’s allusions to Jer. 33:10—11 and Song 1:12 can be 
enhanced for Sunday congregations by the choice of psalms and hymns. In Advent, the 
reading of John 3:23-30 could be preceded by a recitation of Ps. 45:6—14 and the singing 
of the Advent hymn “Wake, Awake.” This would reinforce the image of a royal wedding 
banquet. On Monday in Holy Week, reading Song 1:12 and 2:1— 4, reciting Ps. 45:1-9, 
and singing “Cross of Jesus, Cross of Sorrow" might enable worshipers to visualize the 
Jesus of John 12:1-11 as a king. 
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the bride — as mentioned by John the Baptist and played by the 
Samaritan woman, Mary of Bethany, and Mary Magdalene — and the 
people of God. This is because of popular conventions in which 
the church is symbolized by a woman. ^ Mary the mother of Jesus fre- 
quently represents the church, especially in Roman Catholic tradition." 
In addition, the convention reflected in 2 Cor. 11:2; Eph. 5:21—33; and 
Rev. 19:5—9; 21:2, 9 continues to influence the Christian imagination. 
Wedding guests often hear that marriage signifies the mystery of the 
union between Christ and the church (a clear allusion to Eph. 5:31—32), 
and worshipers sing hymns like The Church's One Foundation," which 
begins: 


The Church's one foundation is Jesus Christ her Lord; 

She is his new creation by water and the word: 

From heaven he came and sought her to be his holy bride; 
With his own blood he bought her, and for her life he died." 


Unfortunately, John's portrayal of female characters as brides renders 
the echoes discordant for many contemporary listeners, especially those 
accustomed to another popular interpretation of these characters’ sig- 
nificance. This interpretation dates from 1966, when Ernst Kasemann 
proposed that the Fourth Gospel flouts late first-century praxis by 
reflecting an earlier experience of “Spirit-effected emancipation of 
women."^? Since then, a broad consensus has emerged among scholars 
that John depicts women as independent disciples and apostolic 


46 These conventions probably account for the widespread recognition among scholars 
that the bride of John 3:29, the Samaritan woman, Mary of Bethany, and Mary Magdalene 
represent the people of God. Such scholars include Loisy (Quatrieme Evangile, 672), 
Colson (“Noces du Christ,” 134-35), Cambe (‘Influence du Cantique,” 25), Feuillet, 
(“Recherche du Christ,” 97), Schneiders ("Resurrection Narrative,” 1:338; Revelatory 
Text, 189, 191; “Easter Jesus," 161; Written That You May Believe, 35), Jaubert (“Ѕут- 
bolique du puits," 73), Stockton (“Fourth Gospel and the Woman," 143-44), Baril 
(Feminine Face, 97), and Fehribach (Women in the Life of the Bridegroom, 58—61, 85, 
161). Erich Przywara offers a reflection on John’s “analogia fidei” with marriage imagery 
as the main interpretive lens. The Cana story, John the Baptist’s bridegroom saying, the 
well encounter, and the anointing at Bethany — as well as Gen. 2—3 and the Song of Songs — 
reach their fulfillment when the sinner Mary Magdalene and the risen Jesus celebrate their 
spiritual nuptials in the garden (Christentum gemäss Johannes [Evangelium; Nuremberg: 
Glock & Lutz, 1954], 66-67, 87, 97-98, 189, 298—303). 

AT See, e.g., La Potterie, Mary, xxiii-xl. 

^5 Lyrics by Samuel John Stone (1839-1900). 

49 Ernst Kásemann, The Testament of Jesus: A Study of the Gospel of John in the Light 
of Chapter 17 (trans. Gerhard Krodel; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1968), 31; trans. of Jesu 
letzter Wille nach Johannes 17 (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1966). 
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witnesses.’ The suggestion that the Samaritan woman, Mary of Beth- 
any, and Mary Magdalene are instead portrayed as the Messiah’s brides 
is out of harmony with this consensus, if not downright offensive to 
those who agree with it.^' It even contradicts the “reformed patriarchy” 
discerned by Ben Witherington ns 


50 See René Laurentin, “Le sens de la femme dans le Nouveau Testament,” Bulletin de 
la Société francaise d'études mariales 30—31 (1973—74), 125-26; Raymond E. Brown, 
“Roles of Women in the Fourth Gospel," TS 36 (1975): 688—99; Sandra M. Schneiders, 
“Women in the Fourth Gospel and the Role of Women in the Contemporary Church," BTB 
12 (1982): 35—45; Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her: A Feminist Theo- 
logical Reconstruction of Christian Origins (New York: Crossroad, 1983), 323-34; Adela 
Yarbro Collins, “New Testament Perspectives: The Gospel of John,” JSOT 22 (1982): 
47-53; Stephen E. Dollar, “The Significance of Women in the Fourth Gospel” (Th.D. diss., 
New Orleans Baptist Theological Seminary, 1983); John R. Schmitz, “Women in John’s 
Gospel," Emmanuel 90 (1984): 191-96; Jane Kopas, “Jesus and Women: John’s Gospel,” 
ThTo 41 (1984): 201—5; Hans-Josef Klauck, “Gemeinde oder Amt: Erfahrungen mit der 
Kirche in den johanneischen Schriften,” BZ 29 (1985): 193—220; S. J. Nortjé, “The Role of 
Women in the Fourth Gospel," NeoT 20 (1986): 21—28; Rena, “Women in the Gospel of 
John," 131—47; Turid Karlsen Seim, “Roles of Women in the Gospel of John,” in Aspects 
on the Johannine Literature (ed. Lars Hartmann and Birger Olsson; ConBNT 18; Stock- 
holm: Almkvist & Wiksell, 1987), 56—73; Karen Heidebrecht Thiessan, “Jesus and 
Women in the Gospel of John,” Direction 19 (1990): 56—64; Martinus C. de Boer, “John 
4:27: Women (and Men) in the Gospel and Community of John," in Women in the Biblical 
World (ed. George J. Brooke; Studies in Women and Religion 31; Lewiston, N.Y.: Mellen, 
1992), 208-30; O'Day, "John"; Andrea Link, “Botschafterinnen des Messias: Die Frauen 
des vierten Evangeliums im Spiegel johanneischer Redactionsgeschichte," in Theologie 
im Werden. Studien zu theologischen Konzeptionen im Neuen Testament (ed. Josef Hainz; 
Paderborn: Schóningh, 1992), 247—78; Scott, Sophia and the Johannine Jesus, 174—240; 
Robert Kysar, John: The Maverick Gospel, (rev. edn; Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 
1993), 147-54; Mary-Elsie C. Fletcher, “The Role of Women in the Book of John,” 
EvJ 12 (1994): 41— 48; Reinhartz, “The Gospel of John"; Ingrid Rosa Kitzberger, “Mary of 
Bethany and Mary of Magdala: Two Female Characters in the Johannine Passion Narrative: 
A Feminist, Narrative-Critical Reader Response," NTS 41 (1995): 564—86; Lee, "Part- 
nership in Easter Faith," 40, 46; Maccini, Her Testimony Is True; Conway, Men and 
Women; Ringe, Wisdom's Friends, 16—18; D'Angelo, “(Re)Presentations of Women," 
131-37, 145; Margaret Beirne, Women and Men in the Fourth Gospel: A Genuine Disciple- 
ship of Equals (SSNTSup 242; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2003). 

51 Possible exceptions include Kopas (“Jesus and Women") and Nortjé (“Role of 
Women"), who emphasize that John's female characters are not only honored and assertive 
but also vulnerable and receptive. A different mediating position is taken by Sjef van Tilborg, 
who points out that although John's women enjoy a relative measure of independence, they 
are still excluded from the inner circle of male disciples (“The Women in John: On Gender 
and Gender Bending,” in Families and Family Relations As Represented in Early Judaism 
and Early Christianity: Texts and Fictions [ed. Jan Willem van Henten and Athalya Brenner; 
Leiden: Deo, 2000], 192—212). In her Befriending the Beloved Disciple (120—24), Reinhartz 
also adopts this stance. More thoroughgoing dissent comes from Alison Jasper (“Interpretive 
Approaches to John 20:1—18: Mary at the Tomb of Jesus,” ST 47 [1993]: 107-18). She views 
Mary Magdalene not as the valiant apostola apostolorum but as a tragic figure who is at first 
bereft; then confused, abandoned, misled, spurned, and used. 

52 Ben Witherington IM, Women in the Earliest Churches (SNTSMS 59; Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1988), 174—82. 
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Fehribach recognizes several aspects of the offense inherent in the 
Fourth Gospel’s marriage imagery. First, it reflects the androcentric 
tendency to portray women only as they relate to men rather than as 
human beings in their own right.’ This tendency prevails in stories 
created by men for men (a category that includes virtually all ancient 
stories preserved in writing). The main characters of such stories are 
usually men, while women are most often portrayed as their wives, 
mistresses, mothers, sisters, and aunts. Second, once John’s female 
characters have fulfilled their function in relation to the central male 
character, they are inevitably marginalized. The Samaritan woman, 
Mary of Bethany, and Mary Magdalene fade from the scene, and their 
stories end with a proclamation about, or by, Jesus. More important 
than the women is the bridegroom whose life they adorn."^ Third, John 
draws on several components of a patriarchal world-view, including 
the convention by which the love relationship between a male deity and 
his people is represented by the marriage of a man and a woman. ^ 

Because Fehribach finds her own literary-historical interpretation of 
John's marriage imagery morally repugnant, she advocates reading the 
Gospel in ways that offer a more acceptable perspective on its female 
characters. For example, she outlines a reader-response approach to 
John 4:4—42 that affirms the Samaritan woman, a female member of 
a minority group, for her refusal to give the drink demanded by Jesus, a 
male member of the dominant majority. This approach would applaud 
the woman's willingness to accept Jesus as a prophet, her courage to 
engage in a theological discussion with him, her intelligent articulation 
of her people's traditions, her consenting to meet Jesus on the equal 
terms he proposes, and her ability to lead other members of her minority 
group into a similar egalitarian relationship with him. This approach 
would also acknowledge that, since it is the Samaritan people who 
minimize the importance of the woman's testimony (John 4:42), Jesus 
himself does not necessarily support her marginalization. "^ 

My own literary analysis of John's allusions to marriage texts leads 
to different conclusions. While I agree with Fehribach that John's 
female characters are portrayed only as they relate to Jesus and then 
sidelined, I disagree that this demeans women in any way. John does 
not practice gender discrimination in this regard. Like female charac- 
ters, male characters are also used to enhance the character of Jesus 
and then sidelined. John the Baptist, Nathanael, Nicodemus, the royal 


53 Fehribach, Women in the Life of the Bridegroom, 172. 
54 Ibid., 172-74. 55 Ibid., 174. 56 Thid., 183. 
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official, the man born blind, Lazarus, Thomas, Peter — each fulfills his 
role as witness, seeker, foil, suppliant, or disciple, and then yields to a 
pronouncement by Jesus. The only secondary character not sidelined 
is the Beloved Disciple, whose testimony ends the Gospel. Still, even 
the Beloved Disciple plays a stock role: that of faithful follower and 
reliable witness. 

Fehribach acknowledges this position, but then argues that, since 
various men continue to reappear in the story, they are not marginal- 
ized.” I would contend that multiple appearances do not necessarily 
establish a character as more central to the story. Furthermore, male 
characters do not consistently appear more often than their female 
counterparts. Most of John’s female characters grace the narrative more 
than once. Martha and Mary of Bethany are mentioned in two scenes, 
as is the mother of Jesus. In contrast, some male characters never get 
an encore. They include the royal official of John 4:46—54 and the 
man born blind in John 9. All of John’s secondary characters — whether 
male or female; whether they make one or more appearances — are 
important only as they develop the central character, Jesus." 

More difficult to contradict is the criticism that John relies on a 
patriarchal convention that uses the metaphor of marriage to illustrate 
the relationship between God and God’s people. This may well have 
been the case — for the Gospel's original author. The implied author, 
however, betrays no knowledge of such a convention. He simply al- 
ludes to biblical texts about marriage, casting certain female characters 
in the role of the bride. In theory, then, a literary interpretation of the 
Fourth Gospel would not involve patriarchal conventions that demean 
women. 

Nevertheless, the fact remains that the Samaritan woman, Mary of 
Bethany, and Mary Magdalene assume a role in relationship to Jesus 
dictated wholly by their gender." For some contemporary Christians, 
this alone may constitute an offense so great as to preclude any appre- 
ciation of John's allusions to marriage texts. Fehribach, for instance, 
follows the lead of Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, who believes that 


57 Ibid., 79. 

58 See also Culpepper, Anatomy, 145. 

59 According to Fehribach, so do the mother of Jesus and Mary's sister Martha (Women 
in the Life of the Bridegroom, 23—43, 102-11). I would agree that the mother of Jesus 
performs a typical female function: that of a mother. I am less sure about Martha. Her 
most important role is that of the sister of Lazarus. To be sure, this constitutes another 
typical female role — that is, a role in relation to Lazarus. She approaches Jesus, however, 
as a loyal follower and nothing else. 
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anything oppressive in the biblical text comes from its human authors 
and does not constitute the word of Сой." Fehribach seeks to acknow- 
ledge the patriarchy inherent in the marriage imagery used by John's 
original author, mourn it, and move beyond it to interpretations never 
imagined by that author.^' 

I would like to suggest another option. There is a way to appreciate 
John's marriage imagery without reinforcing oppressive gender roles. 
This approach is modeled by Gail O'Day in a discussion of John's 
Father-language for God. In her article for the Woman's Bible Commen- 
tary, O'Day points out that John calls God “Father” more than one 
hundred times.^^ She also acknowledges that the patriarchy frequently 
inherent in Father-language for God makes such language abhorrent 
to many women. She notes, however, that John uses "Father" as a 
metaphor, not a synonym, for God. As a metaphor, the term “Father” 
indicates ways in which God is like a father. For O’Day, the primary 
way is that God welcomes believers into a new family (John 1:12-13; 
3:3-10; 8:31—47; 14:1-3, 18-24; 16:20-24; 19:25-27; 20:17). “John 
speaks of God as Father not in order to reinforce patriarchy," she 
concludes, “but in order to evoke a new world in which intimate 
relations with God and one another are possible." ^? 

Although I might quibble with O'Day's assessment of the main 
purpose of John’s Father metaphor, I salute her strategy.^' When the 
text itself offers an opportunity to develop a persuasive, egalitarian 
interpretation for an androcentric metaphor, that opportunity should 
be seized. John's Gospel offers such an opportunity with regard to its 
use of marriage as a metaphor for the relationship between Jesus and 
believers. The aspects of marriage exploited in John's metaphor are 
aspects that most people should be able to appreciate. 

This is not necessarily true of other New Testament books that use 
marriage to illustrate the relationship between God and God's people. 


6° Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, Bread Not Stone (Boston: Beacon, 1984), 140. 

9! Fehribach, Women in the Life of the Bridegroom, 179-80. 

62 Donald Juel and Patrick Keifert put the number at 118 (“‘I Believe in God’: 
A Johannine Perspective,” HBT 12 [1990], 43). The difficulty of an exact count involves 
issues like whether to include both references to “Father” that occur in the same phrase. 

$3 O'Day, “John,” 304. Marianne Meye Thompson makes a similar argument (The 
Promise of the Father: Jesus and God in the New Testament [Louisville: Westminster 
John Knox, 2000], 133-54). According to Thompson, John designates God as “Father” in 
order to emphasize God’s life-giving power (John 5:26; 6:57). 

9^ Whereas I agree that John’s use of the term “Father” has some bearing on his family 
motif, I suspect that it originated as a reflection of Father-Son language in messianic 
prophecy (e.g., 2 Sam. 7:14; Pss. 2:7; 89:26). Cf. Juel, Messianic Exegesis, 81. 
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Ephesians 5:21—33, for example, compares the relationship between a 
husband and wife to the relationship between Christ and the church. 
“The husband is the head of the wife just as Christ is the head of the 
church,” so that “just as the church is subject to Christ, so also wives 
ought to be, in everything, to their husbands” (vv. 23—24). The aspect of 
first-century marriage exploited in this metaphor is male dominance. 
To be sure, a less objectionable aspect is emphasized in the follow- 
ing instructions for husbands: that of a husband’s love for his wife 
(vv. 25-30). For many, however, this fails to mitigate the offense 
occasioned by the advocacy of wifely submission on the grounds that 
the church is subject to Christ.” 

In contrast, John’s echoes of marriage texts do not emphasize gender 
roles. Therefore, his use of the marriage metaphor presents no such 
difficulties. Indeed, some of his allusions to marriage texts do not 
even evoke marriage as a metaphor.°° In the stories about Mary of 
Bethany and Mary Magdalene, the allusions function chiefly to estab- 
lish a connection with the Song of Songs. John 12:3 fulfills the pro- 
phecy in Song 1:12: the reclining king is perfumed with nard. John 
20:1-18 uses the prophecy in Song 3:1—4 to enhance the ironies of 
Mary Magdalene’s search: she cannot find Jesus because she is looking 
in the wrong place, and when she does find him, she cannot hold him 
because he is in the process of departing. For John, the Song is about 
Jesus, prepared for burial, then risen and ascending to the Father. As 
the prophecies are fulfilled, Mary of Bethany and Mary Magdalene 
simply assume the role of the Song’s bride. No attention is paid to how 
the metaphor of marriage illustrates their relationship with Jesus. 

The marriage metaphor is more important in John’s allusions to Jer. 
33:10-11 and Gen. 29:1—20. As we have seen, the primary function of 
the allusion in John 3:22-30 is to evoke Jeremiah's messianic prophecy: 
the bridegroom's voice is heard in the Judean countryside by a rejoicing 
John the Baptist. It also invokes an aspect of the marriage metaphor. 
That aspect, however, is not used to describe the relationship between 
Jesus and “the bride." Although John asserts that Jesus “has the bride,” 
she is never described and her role is never delineated. Instead, the 
metaphor is used to describe the rejoicing of John the Baptist. The 
allusion to Jer. 33:10-11 in John 3:22-30 emphasizes the aspect 
of joy. A wedding is a cause for celebration, and this “wedding” is 


65 See, e.g., Schüssler Fiorenza, Bread Not Stone, 65—92. 
$6 Similarly, many of John's referents to God as “Father” do not involve family 
imagery (e.g., 2:16; 5:17-47). 
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no exception. When John the Baptist hears the voice of Jesus, the 
bridegroom-Messiah, his joy is made complete — just as the voices of 
joy and gladness accompany the voice of the bridegroom in Jeremiah’s 
prophecy, and just as the church still celebrates the advent of the 
Messiah. 

Likewise, the allusion to Jacob’s betrothal narrative in John 4:4—42 
does not stress the gender roles of bride and bridegroom. The conversa- 
tion between Jesus and the Samaritan woman concerns wells and 
worship, not honor and obedience. The aspect of the marriage metaphor 
emphasized in John 4 is procreation. Jesus and the Samaritan woman 
resemble a married couple only in that they generate a family of sorts. 
Just as Jacob's meeting Rachel at a well leads to betrothal and birth, 
so Jesus' meeting the woman at a well leads to belief. The citizens of 
Sychar become the children of God, as do all who receive the testimony 
about Jesus and join the family of faith. 

For most contemporary Christians, John's echoes of marriage texts 
are hard to hear. Even if churchgoers could hear, few would be able to 
make sense of them. Others would find them discordant and would 
deliberately choose to ignore them. Those of us who strive to listen and 
understand, however, can discern the harmonies that resonate when 
John's story is heard in concert with Israel's Scriptures — harmonies 
that enhance themes of rejoicing and procreation, symbols of water and 
nard, motifs of seeking and finding. Most importantly, we can perceive 
the nuances of the Gospel's portrayal of Jesus. For John, Jesus is the 
bridegroom-Messiah whose voice is heard in Judea, the Messiah greater 
than Jacob who offers eternal life, the king perfumed in preparation 
for his burial, the risen Messiah who cannot be located in his tomb, and 
the ascending Messiah who cannot be held. John has searched biblical 
texts about marriage, and has discovered that they testify to Jesus. 


7 


CONCLUSION 


I have attempted to identify and account for echoes of biblical texts 
about marriage in the Fourth Gospel. First, I used Hays’ criteria to 
discern and interpret four evoked texts. Two of them emerge at the 
beginning of John’s narrative. John the Baptist’s bridegroom saying 
in John 3:22-30 alludes to Jer. 33:10—11. When Jesus baptizes at 
Aenon near Salim, the bridegroom's voice is heard with rejoicing in 
the Judean countryside. Next, the story about Jesus and the Samaritan 
woman in John 4:4—42 is reminiscent of the story about Jacob and 
Rachel in Gen. 29:1—20. John uses the similarities to promote his own 
thematic agenda. The travelling stranger offers the water of eternal 
life to an apostate Samaritan. He then reveals his identity: he is 
the Messiah. The woman's ensuing report to her people becomes the 
testimony that leads to their belief. 

The other two texts are evoked at the end of John's story. Song of 
Songs 1:12 is echoed when Mary of Bethany perfumes the reclining 
Jesus with nard in John 12:1-8. This allusion adds an ironic twist to the 
episode, as Mary's nard is not meant for the king's pleasure but rather 
for his burial. Finally, Mary Magdalene's search in John 20:1-18 
follows the format of Song 3:1—4. Like other disciples, Mary looks 
for Jesus in the darkness of her own ignorance. She seeks a corpse, but 
then suddenly meets and eventually recognizes the risen and ascending 
Lord. 

These allusions can be accounted for by Juel's concept of messianic 
exegesis. Messianic exegesis begins with an acknowledged messianic 
text — in this case, Ps. 45. The Song of Songs can be interpreted in light 
of Ps. 45 on the basis of shared vocabulary. Both are love songs about a 
handsome king, fragrant with myrrh and aloes, and a beautiful bride 
who is led to him in a joyful procession. Jeremiah 33:11 also describes 
the joyful procession of a bride and bridegroom. Genesis 29:1—20 can 
then be linked to the Song of Songs, whose protagonist is a shepherd 
with a well who loves a beautiful daughter. Jeremiah 33:10-11, 
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Gen. 29:1—20, and the Song of Songs can be understood as messianic 
prophecies because they share vocabulary with Ps. 45. 

It is generally accepted that the Johannine community evolved 
among Diaspora Jews. The late first century found them struggling to 
define themselves with respect to a Jewish establishment that rejected 
their claims about Jesus. It is certainly plausible that they might have 
interpreted Jer. 33:10—11, Gen. 29:1—20, and the Song of Songs as 
messianic prophecies in light of Ps. 45, and then used those texts to 
illustrate episodes in the life of Jesus. It is also possible that they viewed 
John’s female characters — especially the Samaritan woman and Mary 
Magdalene — as representatives of the people of God. 

Contemporary Christian communities might be less likely to hear 
John's echoes of marriage texts or to recognize their messianic signi- 
ficance. Even if they do hear, they may take offense at John's use 
of marriage imagery to illustrate the relationship between God, im- 
agined as male, and God's people. Nevertheless, there is a way to 
appreciate John's marriage metaphor without reinforcing oppressive 
gender roles. John's allusions do not emphasize male dominance or 
female allure. Instead, they highlight celebration and procreation, 
aspects of the marriage metaphor that do not involve gender inequality. 
The image of a wedding celebration illustrates the church's joy at 
Jesus' advent, while the image of procreation describes how the 
church's testimony attracts new believers. 

There is much more that can be said about both the marriage meta- 
phor in general and messianic exegesis based on Ps. 45 in particular. 
For example, one might investigate the extent of this exegetical trad- 
ition. The theme of marriage certainly emerges in early Christian 
literature associated with the Fourth Gospel and the Johannine epistles. 
This literature includes the story of the woman caught in adultery, 
found in English Bibles at John 7:53-8:11. The episode is missing from 
the earliest and most reliable manuscripts of the Fourth Gospel (such 
as рб, p^. x, B, and apparently A).' It might be worth investigating 
whether those who inserted it at the beginning of John 8 — perhaps 
during the Novatian controversy of 251 — thought that the story of an 
unfaithful woman would extend John's use of marriage as a metaphor 
for the relationship between the Messiah and the people of God. 

Literature associated with the Fourth Gospel also includes the Book 
of Revelation and the Odes of Solomon. Arguments that Revelation is 


! For a discussion of the textual evidence for this pericope, see Metzger, Textual 
Commentary, 219-22. 
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somehow related to the Fourth Gospel could be further developed if it 
were possible to demonstrate a link between the Apocalypse’s bride 
and bridegroom (Rev. 19:5—9; 21:2, 9; 22:17) and the Gospel’s mar- 
riage motif.” Similarly, a proposed connection between John and the 
Odes of Solomon could be further explored in terms of the Ode’s 
references to “the Beloved” (Odes Sol. 3:5, 7; 7:1; 8:21) and “the 
Beloved and his bride" (Odes Sol. 38:11).^ It is entirely possible that 
these designations were influenced in some way by messianic interpret- 
ation of Jer. 33:10-11, the Song of Songs, and Ps. 45 in Johannine 
tradition. 

In addition, it is certainly worth exploring the possible effects of 
Ps. 45 on New Testament Christology. John is not the only New 
Testament author who likens Jesus to a bridegroom. Marriage imagery 
also illustrates Jesus’ relationship with his followers in Mark's parable 
about the feasting bridegroom (Mark 2:18-20), Matthew’s stories of 
the wedding banquet (Matt. 22:1-14) and the foolish bridesmaids 
(Matt. 25:1—13), and Paul's image of the bride of Christ (2 Cor. 11:2; 
Eph. 5:21-33). Many scholars argue that this imagery derives from 
prophecies like Hos. 1—3; Jer. 2:2; and Isa. 61:10.“ Can these passages 
be interpreted as messianic prophecies on the basis of shared vocabu- 
lary with Ps. 45? A cursory glance suggests that at least Isa. 61:10 
can, since it contains the words “rejoice (ebodpaiva)” (cf. Ps. 45:15; 
Jer. 33:11), “exalt (5%; àyoQQuo)" (cf. Ps. 45:15; Jer. 33:11); “garment 
(733; ішбтіоу)” (cf. Ps. 45:8), “bride (172; vou)” (cf. Jer. 33:11), and 
“bridegroom (їлп; уоифіос)” (cf. Jer. 33:11). Perhaps New Testament 
marriage imagery originated with messianic interpretation of texts like 
Isa. 61:10, Jer. 33:10—11, and the Song of Songs in light of Ps. 45. 

Psalm 45, a song about “the beloved (tod ayanntobd)” (LXX Ps. 
44:1), should also be considered in relationship to instances in the 
New Testament where Jesus is called “beloved.” Matthew 12:18-21 
traces this designation to Isa. 42:1—5: 


2 Among those who make such arguments are Schüssler Fiorenza (“The Quest for the 
Johannine School: The Book of Revelation and the Fourth Gospel," in The Book of 
Revelation: Justice and Judgment [2nd edn., Minneapolis: Fortress, 1998], 85—113) and 
Luke Johnson (Writings, 579—81). 

? Trans. James H. Charlesworth, “Odes of Solomon," in OTP П:735, 739, 742, 767. 
Charlesworth and R. Alan Culpepper discuss the connection between the Odes of Solomon 
and the Fourth Gospel in their article “The Odes of Solomon and the Gospel of John,” 
CBQ 35 (1973): 298-322. 

4 See, e.g., Chavasse, Bride of Christ, 19—48; Muirhead, “Bride of Christ," 176-77; 
Batey, Nuptial Imagery, 3-8. 
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Here is my servant, whom I have chosen, 
my beloved (ó @yanntéc pov), with whom my soul is well 
pleased. 


In statements reminiscent of Isa. 42:1—5, Jesus is also called “the 
Beloved (ó &yanntéc)” in Mark 1:11 and 9:6 (cf. Matt. 3:17; 17:5; 
Luke 3:22). The term appears again in Eph. 1:6, this time as a title. Juel 
suggests that the first believers recognized Isa. 42:1—5 as a messianic 
prophecy because of verbal links with texts that describe the Messiah as 
God's servant (Ps. 89:39; Zech. 3:8).^ Psalm 45 may also have belonged 
to the web of associated texts that led to messianic interpretation of 
Isa. 42:1—5. Perhaps "the Beloved" is a christological title that 
ultimately reflects the influence of Ps. 45. 

Finally, Reim's proposal that John's high Christology may be based 
on an interpretation of Ps. 45:6 deserves some attention.^ It is certainly 
possible that the statement in John 1:1, “The Word was with God, and 
the Word was God," is partly the result of theological reflection on 
Ps. 45:6, “Your throne, O God, endures forever and ever." This verse, 
taken literally, deifies the anointed king. It could have helped to inspire 
the first Christians’ belief that Christ, the Son of God, partakes in God's 
divine nature. Perhaps Ps. 45:6, quoted in Heb. 1:8, also influences the 
high Christology of Heb. 1:3: “He is the reflection of God's glory 
and the exact imprint of God's very being, and he sustains all things 
by his powerful word." Juel suggests that Ps. 89 played a central role as 
the first believers came to terms with the crucifixion of the Messiah, 
and that Ps. 110 became an important key for understanding Jesus’ 
enthronement at God's right hand.’ Surely Ps. 45 might have performed 
an equally important function as they strove to comprehend Christ's 
relationship to God. 


Э Juel, Messianic Exegesis, 131. 
6 Reim, “Jesus As God.” 
7 Juel, Messianic Exegesis, 107—17, 135—50. 
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